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A b stra c t
This dissertation is a historical investigation into the relationship between the 
North and South during the civil rights movement and into the struggle for racial 
equality and justice between 1940 and 1965. It challenges the notion that the civil 
rights movement was a southern phenomenon that moved North during the 
1960s. Too often, civil rights literature has considered the southern movement, 
while excluding northern struggles. The dominance of the southern narrative is 
reinforced by a frequently articulated assertion that African-Americans in the 
urban North found non-violent direction irrelevant. The latter's turn to the North 
results in analysis that posit a passive, disorganised inarticulate northern African- 
American population that became impulsive when the southern civil rights 
movement failed to change black lives. What my study hopes to do is quite 
simply to place the southern movement in a comparative context by examining 
the civil rights movement outside the South. Unlike much of the historiography 
of the civil rights movement, the experiences of northern activists, in addition to 
activists in the South, are of importance in my narrative. Employing 
organisational documents, letters, newspapers, private collections, and over thirty 
personal interviews, this work demonstrates that, well before the urban 
rebellions, northern activists employed research, rallies, and sit-ins to forward 
integration. It moves between the civil rights movement in one city in the South, 
Birmingham, and the civil rights movement in one city in the North, Detroit, 
demonstrating the continual connections and mutual reinforcement that occurred 
between northern and southern movements throughout the twenty five-year 
struggle.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Birmingham, Alabama had the third largest black population in the South, and 
for many it represented all that was wrong with race relations in the United 
States. More than twenty bombings, countless floggings and cross burnings 
were reported in the decade and a half following World War Two. A New York 
Times reporter, Harrison E. Salisbury, painted such a harsh portrait of the city 
that the Birmingham city government sued him for libel. ^ "The water supply and 
the sewer system," Salisbury castigated, were about the "only public facilities 
[the races] shared."^ In 1941, the national office of the NAACP conferred upon 
the Birmingham branch the highest honour it could bestow upon one of its 
member units - the Thalmier award. Given to the chapter whose work over the 
previous year had been the most outstanding, the honour went to Birmingham 
for its protest against police brutality, unequal educational facilities and 
shortage of housing. Concerned about the general condition of southern 
branches, the national office, in 1940 assigned its newly appointed Branch Co­
ordinator on extensive membership campaigns in the region. His observations 
provide some insight into the conditions under which branches like the 
Birmingham chapter laboured. "They wanted the NAACP," Morrow wrote, "but 
feared the consequences of involvement."^
Detroit, Michigan, like the other northern cities, underwent a profound 
demographic and social change after 1915. Between 1910 and 1920, the city's 
black population grew by nearly seven times to a number more than 40,000. By, 
1930 that number had risen to over 120,000."^  The migration transformed not
 ^ "Letter to New York Times from Birmingham Chamber of Commerce," May 
2, 1960, (Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, Birmingham, 
Alabama), James Morgan Papers, Folder 24.3: New York Times Suit, 1960.
 ^Harrison E. Salisbury, "Fear and Hatred Grip Birmingham," New York Times 
April 12,1960, p.l.
 ^ "Letter to NAACP Executive Staff from E. Frederick Morrow," April 4, 1940, 
Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress, Washington D C., (Hereafter cited 
as LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 18, Folder: Membership, 
Southeast, 1940-41.
 ^United States Census of Population, 1910-1970 (Washington D C, United 
States Government Printing Office, 1930) cited in Thomas Sugrue "The 
Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race, Industrial Decline and Housing in Detroit,
only the distribution of the races but also changed race relations. Whites in 
Detroit, as elsewhere, in the North had to re-evaluate their personal assumptions 
regarding African Americans. Those who had condemned the South's treatment 
of blacks since before the Civil War now had to confront their own prejudices. 
When faced with the choice, they chose segregation. Blacks who had hitherto 
been scattered among poor ethnic immigrants became ghettoised. The caste 
system that, according to Oliver Zunz, had characterised Detroit's racial 
relations throughout the nineteenth century hardened as the black population 
grew. Fortunately for the African-American community, the Detroit branch of 
the NAACP led a formidable struggle against racial discrimination in all its 
forms. Established in 1913, the local chapter assumed the strategy of fighting 
discrimination in the courts, city hall, and the state legislature. In its first year, it 
successfully lobbied the state to defeat a proposed anti-miscegenation law. 
Thirty years later, the branch struggled to end police brutality and to achieve 
better access to schools and housing.^
One of the most significant developments in American history was the struggle 
for racial equality and justice waged between 1940 and 1965. This dissertation 
examines the relationship between the North and South during the civil rights 
movement by comparing the form that the movement took in a southern city, 
Birmingham with that it took in a northern city, Detroit. However, it should be 
made clear here that what happened in Birmingham and Detroit is important 
because of the comparative significance. It is not so much the form taken by the 
civil rights movement in these cities that is important to this study, but the 
reasons why it assumed the shape that it did. The traditional interpretation of the 
relationship between the North and South during the civil rights movement will 
be examined in the first part of this chapter, followed by an assessment of the 
contributions such a comparative study can make in revising our understanding 
of that relationship. Here, a brief consideration of theoretical literature, in
1940-1960," (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 1992) p.7.
 ^A brief history of the Detroit branch of the NAACP is found in a "Letter to 
Eugene Hall, (Branch Publicist), from Lucille Black of the Michigan State 
Conference," March 7, 1939, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 
97, Folder: Detroit, Branch, January-March 1939.
addition to the reasons why Birmingham and Detroit make particularly excellent 
case studies^will be made.
The fact that this dissertation finds so much similarity between the two struggles 
may be surprising to civil rights historians, as it was to me once I became aware 
of it. Academics have generally stressed the differences between black-white 
relations in the two regions and concluded that the contrast was so great that 
there was little basis for detailed comparison.^ Assessment of the struggle for 
racial equality that emerged from interviews with civil rights activists suggested 
that the relationship between the North and South was much closer than civil 
rights historiography had led me to expect. For example, politically aware 
African Americans in the North and black southerners did not envision 
themselves as simply engaged in isolated battles with their own local conditions. 
From the early 1940s onwards, they were keenly aware of the larger struggle for 
civil rights in other regions of the United States. As a result of this cross- 
regional consciousness, they influenced each other and responded to national 
developments in identical ways. This is not to deny that there were important 
comparable differences. Indeed, focus on those in the black community who 
articulated and led the movements indicates the degree to which dynamics of 
gender, generation, and class played out differently in each city.
The various factors involved in the decision to select the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People) as a lens through which to 
investigate the movements in Birmingham and Detroit will also be investigated. 
While the dissertation is primarily about the relationship between the North and 
South, it is hoped that it will make an equally important contribution to our
 ^The recent historical discussion of race relations in the United States generally 
focuses on the white supremacist behaviour practised in the southern states. It 
does acknowledge that discrimination in political and civil rights existed in the 
North but insists that northern forms of white supremacy never reached the 
character of the racial subjugation practised in the South. Even the most refined 
form of this thesis, as articulated by C. Vann Woodward, draws the South as a 
singularly racist society. The legal restrictions adapted by southern states, it is 
maintained, were qualitatively different and more oppressive than the customary 
limitations that may have faced African Americans in the North. C. Vann 
Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow, (New York: Oxford University
understanding of the NAACP and its role in the struggle for civil rights. In 
making the comparison, the dissertation is influenced by three lines of historical 
enquiry. These include scholarship advocating the examination of the civil 
rights movement at the grass roots, literature focusing on the importance of the 
civil rights movement in the national context, and recent studies examining the 
way in which dynamics within the African-American community have shaped 
the movement. Each of these will be explored to great length in the third part of 
this chapter. The final part of this chapter considers why it has been chosen to 
examine the period from 1940 through to 1965 in the dissertation together with 
a brief outline of the chapters that follow.
The Civil Rights Movement in the North and South
The words "civil rights movement" carry such specific connotations of time, place 
and character that they immediately conjure up powerful images of sit-ins, 
freedom rides, mass meetings and demonstrations, all of which took place in the 
South. Often historians and journalists have interpreted the non-violent strategy of 
black protesters primarily as a morally and religiously based challenge to the 
southern system of racial discrimination. In this view, the black struggle was 
successful because peaceful black demonstrators had exposed the evil of 
segregation through confi-ontations with intransigent southerners determined to 
preserve their racial privilege through brutal force. In consequence, the 
iconography of the civil rights movement is dominated by confrontations of good 
versus evil; Rosa Parks under arrest in Montgomery; Little Rock black students 
enduring mob violence; Birmingham youths facing Bull Connor's dogs and water 
hoses; or Selma marchers clubbed by mounted state troopers.^
Press, 1957)
 ^Manning Marable, Race, Reform and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction in 
Black America, 1945-1982 (Jackson and London: University Press of Mississippi,
1991) along with Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle For Black Equality. 1954-1980 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1981) and Robert Weisbrot, Freedom Bound: A 
History of America's Civil Rights Movement (New York and London: W. W. 
Norton, 1990) are all useful accounts of the struggle for civil rights which took 
place in the South. See also David R. Coldfield, Black, White, and Southern: Race 
Relations and Southern Culture 1940 to the Present (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1990) and James W. Button, Black and Social Change: Impact of 
the Civil Rights Movement in Southern Communities (Princeton, New Jersey:
Conventional wisdom argues that from 1963 to 1965, the civil rights movement 
sustained a series of rapid and devastating defeats as it shifted from the South to 
the North and was unable to cope with issues and struggles advancing the interests 
of the majority of urban blacks. Recent studies on the African-American struggle 
for civil rights in the Mid-West suggest that the "wisdom" is in need of revision.^ 
Similar approaches to the struggle for civil rights in the North have traced civil 
rights activism as far back as the early 1940s. Robert Kortsad and Nelson 
Lichenstein locate the beginning of the civil rights era in the labour radicalism of 
the early 1940s, "when the social structure of black America took an increasingly 
urban, proletarian character, and half a million black workers joined CIO unions."^ 
Through the research of historian James R. Ralph, Jr's, Northern Protest: Martin 
Luther King Jr. Chicago, and the Civil Rights Movement we are more aware of 
the struggle that took place in mid-1960s Chicago. Challenging the conventional 
assessment that the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) campaign 
in Chicago was a failure, he draws attention to the extent to which Dr Martin 
Luther King Jr and the SCLC with the help of local insurgents, managed as in 
Birmingham and Selma, to raise a non-violent army. ^  ^
However, few studies on the North have dealt with the connection between the 
labour based struggles of the 1930s and 1940s, the rise of the modem civil rights
Princeton University Press, 1989).
 ^Kristine McCusker, "The 'Forgotten Years' of America's Civil Rights Movement: 
Progress as Promised at the University of Kansas, 1945-1948"; Timothy Thurber, 
"A City Confronts Racism: Civil Rights Reforms in Minneapolis, 1946-1949"; and 
Maiy Ann Wynkoops, "Dissent in the Heartland: The Civil Rights Movement at 
Indiana University, 1968-1972," Papers presented at the Organization of American 
Historians Conference, March 28 1995, Washington D C. See also, Kristine M. 
McCusker, "The Forgotten Years of America's Civil Rights Movement, Wartime 
Protests at the University of Kansas 1939-1945," Kansas History (Spring 1994) 
Vol. 17, No. 1, pp. 26-37.
 ^Nelson Lichenstein and Robert Korstad, "Opportunities Found and Lost: Labor, 
Radicals and the Early Civil Rights Movement," Journal of American History 
(December 1988) Vol. 75, No. 3, pp. 786-811.
See also, Alan B. Anderson and George Pickering, Confronting the Color Line: 
The Broken Promise of the Civil Rights Movement in Chicago (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1986).
James R. Ralph, Jr, Northern Protest: Martin Luther King Jr. Chicago, and the 
Civil Rights Movement (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1993) p.220andp. 223.
movement and the emergence of Black Power politics in the mid to late 1960s. 
Apart from broad overviews such as B. J. Widick's, Detroit: Citv of Class and 
Race Violence, which begins in the 1920s and ends in the 1970s, most of the 
scholarship on black political activism and race relations in Detroit in the twentieth 
centuiy falls into two categories. First, are studies, which bring their analysis to a 
close in the post-World War Two eras. August Meier and Elliot Rudwick's, Black 
Detroit and the Rise of the UAW. and Nelson Lichenstein and Robert Korstad's 
article, "Opportunities Found and Lost: Labor, Radicals and the Early Civil Rights 
Movement," are representative. Both studies have been crucial for my 
understanding.^^ Second, there are a series of studies focusing primarily on the 
late 1960s and the early 1970s. While they generally mention some pre-1967 
developments, works such as Dan Goerkas and Marvin Surkin's, Detroit I do Mind 
Dving. and James A. Geshwender's, influential Class. Race and Worker 
Insurgency: The League of Revolutionary Black Workers, do not fully 
acknowledge historical antecedents to the 1967 rebellion and the black militancy 
of the period. Like the bulk of scholarship dealing with black urban history, the 
great bifurcation of scholarship on Detroit largely leaves a "middle period" which 
has been under explored.
August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, Black Detroit and the Rise of the UAW 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979); Korstad and Liechtenstein, 
"Opportunities Found and Lost” Other studies which have focused on the early 
1940s include Dominic Capeci, Layered Violence: The Detroit Riot of 1943 
(Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1991); Dominic Capeci, Race Relations 
in Wartime Detroit: The Sojourner Truth Housing Controversy of 1942 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1984); Dominic J. Capeci and Martha 
Wilkerson, "The Detroit Rioters of 1943: A Reinterpretation," Michigan Historical 
Review (Spring 1990) Vol. 16, pp. 22-44; and Harvard Sitkoff, "The Detroit Race 
Riot of 1943," Michigan History (Fall 1969) Vol. 53, No. 3, pp. 186-206.
Dan Georkas and Marvin Surkin, Detroit I Do Mind Dving (New York: St. 
Martin's Press) and James Geshwender, The Black Revolt: The Civil Rights 
Movement. Ghetto Uprisings and Separatism (New Jersey: Prentice Hall Press, 
1971). For other studies of Detroit in the 1960s, see Sidney Fine, Violence in the 
Model Citv: The Cavanagh Administration. Race Relations and the Detroit Riot of 
1967 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1989); Sidney Fine, "Chance and 
History: Some Aspects of the Detroit Riot of 1967," Michigan Quarterly Review 
(Spring 1986) Vol. 25, No. 1, pp. 403-23; Leonard Gorden (editor.), A Citv in 
Racial Crisis: The Case of Detroit Pre and Post the 1967 Riot (Dubuque, Iowa: 
William C. Brown Co., 1971); and Hubert Locke, The Detroit Race Riot of 1967 
(Detroit: Wayne University Press, 1969).
The two exceptions to this, have been Thomas Sugme's recent book. Origins of 
Urban Crisis and Inequalitv in Post-war Detroit and Heather Thompson's article, 
"Rethinking the Politics of White Flight in the Post-war City: Detroit, 1945-1980." 
Sugrue has gone a long way toward debunking much of the prevailing wisdom 
about the forces that led to inner-city decline. He disputes the conventional 
wisdom that black residents sowed the seeds of the urban crisis in the 1960s with 
the urban unrest that occurred in many northern centres. Instead, he places the 
beginning of the urban crisis with political decisions and social arrangements that 
happened in pre and post-war Detroit. From the discriminatory hiring practices of 
the automobile industry to the whites' neighbourhood associations that actively 
opposed black public housing in the 1940s and open housing in the 1950s and 
1960s, Sugrue provides compelling evidence for his argument. Thompson 
argues, that just as one cannot tie urban collapse to the alleged liberal or black 
militant excesses of the 1960s, new insights into the tumultuous nature of the 
1940s and 1950s should not lead one to sound the death knell for the city too 
prematurely either. While the early battles over segregated housing were extremely 
important, they were only the first of many battles that would be waged by blacks 
and whites in Detroit for control of the city between 1945 and 1975. Instead, 
attention is drawn to the key period 1967-1973, when the unwavering 
determination of black and whites in Detroit to shape the political and social 
landscape of the city escalated. However, both studies have largely focused on 
the actions of local blacks engaged in isolated battles with their own local 
conditions without an awareness of the larger struggle for civil rights in the United 
States.
At one level or another, these studies have demonstrated the extent to which 
protest in the North played a prominent role in the civil rights movement in the 
early 1940s and the period after the mid-1960s giving little insight into the period 
from 1945 through to 1963. Defined in geographical terms, civil rights scholarship 
has stressed that the centre of the modem civil rights movement developed in the
Thomas Sugrue The Origins of the Urban Crisis and Inequalitv in Post-war 
Detroit (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996)
Heather Ann Thompson "Rethinking the Politics of White Flight in the Post­
war City: Detroit, 1945-1980" Journal of Urban History (January 1999) Vol. 25,
South before it migrated northward and underwent a transformation. According to 
this paradigm, urban centres did not become critical until the mid-1960s, when 
urban riots precipitated a wide-scale rethinking of the strategies (non-violence) and 
goals (integration and desegregation) of the movement. As historian Angela 
Dillard observes, Detroit may have been at the cutting edge of civil rights struggles 
in the 1940s, but "much of the historical literature seems to imply that the action 
thereafter was elsewhere.
The civil rights movement as a southern operation
That the “racial situation in the North was very different to that in the South” is 
often cited as one explanation for the civil rights movement being seen as a 
development that was unique to the South. According to C. Vann Woodward, 
blacks that had enjoyed political and civil rights during Reconstruction 
gradually lost them with the Black Codes that came into practice in the late 
nineteenth century. With active co-operation from a conservative Supreme 
Court and a federal government indifferent to enforcing racial equality, southern 
states managed to get around constitutional barriers to discrimination. In 1883, 
in what was known as the Civil Rights Cases, the Supreme Court struck down 
the 1875 Civil Rights Act which had prohibited segregation in public facilities, 
establishing that they were really just forums of public behaviour and could not
No. 2, pp. 163-198.
Angela Denise Dillard, "From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage, JR; Change and Continuity in the Patterns of Civil Rights 
Mobilizations in Detroit, 1935-1967" (PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 
1996), p. 9. See also Heather Ann Thompson "The Politics of Labor, Race, and 
Liberalism in the Auto Plants and the Motor City, 1940-1980" (PhD Dissertation, 
Princeton University, 1995); Thomas Sugrue The Origins of the Urban Crisis: 
Race and Inequalitv in Post War Detroit (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1996); Kevin Boyle The Hevdav of American Liberalism 1945- 
1968 (New York: Cornell University Press, 1995).
Alan B. Anderson and George W. Pickering, Confronting the Color Line p. 2.
C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1957). See also Howard Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the 
Urban South. 1863-1890 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978); Howard 
Rabinowitz, "From Exclusion to Segregation: Southern Race Relations 1865- 
1900," Journal of American History (September 1976) Vol. 63, No. 2, pp. 325-50; 
and Leon Litwack, Trouble ih Mind: Black Southerners in the Age of Jim Crow 
(New York: Knopf, 1998).
be regulated by federal government. The latter part of the 1880s saw a build up 
of case law in the lower courts which established that blacks could be restricted 
to what were called "separate but equal" facilities. In 1896 this doctrine of 
separate but equal was upheld by the Supreme Court in the case of Plessv v. 
Fergusson. which required that all trains have separate black and white 
compartments. Cummins v. Countv Board of Education in 1899 demonstrated 
that the court would allow the principle of separate but equal to be extended to 
education. Reassured by the fact that federal courts would not oppose pro­
segregation policies, local states passed segregation laws in increasing numbers. 
The actual nature of racial segregation varied from city to city and state to state, 
but it consistently promoted discrimination, subordination, and dehumanisation 
of African Americans.
Far from an apparent tendency toward the abatement or relaxation of 
discrimination or segregation, the early twentieth century saw the expansion and 
elaboration of Jim Crow legislation.^^ Racial segregation kept in step with the 
march of progress in transportation. Mississippi brought her transportation laws 
abreast of the times in 1922 by passing a state-wide Jim Crow law applying to 
taxicabs; other southern cities followed suit in the late 1920s and early 1930s. 
Legislation segregating recreational activities also continued to be tightened. A 
Birmingham ordinance got down to particulars in 1930 by making it "unlawful 
for a Negro and a white person to play together in company with each other" at 
dominoes or checkers.By 1944, Gunner Myrdal observed that “segregation is 
now becoming so complete that the white southerner practically never sees a 
Negro except as his servant and in other standardised and formalised caste 
situations.
John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, From Slavery to Freedom: A History 
of African Americans. (McGraw Hill, Inc, 1994), p. 262.
C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1957), p. 103.
^\C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow p. 104.
Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modem 
Democracy (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), p. 148.
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In contrast, the historical experience of northern race relations in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries suggests that conditions were not only 
different, but that they were improving for African Americans. Although 
northern blacks were rarely subjected to the legalised racism pattern established 
in the South in the late nineteenth century, it is difficult to deny that they were 
faced with a more subtle form of racism; one which was regulated by attitudes 
and custom. However, by the late 1890s the harsh customary prosecution of 
blacks had all but disappeared.^^ The climax of this progressive trend reached its 
height in the 1880s and 1890s, when most northern states and cities saw the 
passage of civil rights legislation. At a time when blacks were being restricted 
in southern politics, northern black political activity and competition to win the 
black vote were crucial factors in making such issues as school desegregation 
matters of public debate. In fact, cities with sizeable black populations even 
embarked uppn school desegregation.^"  ^ Moreover, the growth and increasing 
concentration of black populations in urban centres in the early 1940s saw a 
substantial increase in the number of black elected officials, and with that 
influence states and cities sponsored legislation outlawing discrimination in 
public facilities.
It has also been suggested that “many urban blacks in the North were not drawn 
into the civil rights movement because of its concentration in the South and the 
border states.”^^  Beginning with the historical decision of Brown v. Board of
David Gerber, Black Ohio and the Color Line. 1860-1915 (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1976); Lawrence Grossman, The Democratic Partv and the 
Negro: Northern and National Politics. 1868-1892 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1976), pp. 60-106; David Katzman, Before the Ghetto: Black Detroit in the 
Nineteenth Centurv (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987); Gilbert Osofosky, 
Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto. 1890-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1967), pp. 6-7; Allen Spear, Black Chicago: The Making of a Negro Ghetto. 
1890-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967); and Oliver Zunz, The 
Changing Face of Inequalitv: Urbanization. Industrial Development and 
Immigration in Detroit 1880-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).
Lawrence Grossman, The Democratic Partv and the Negro, pp. 60-106.
Lawrence Grossman, The Democratic Partv and the Negro, pp. 60-106. See also 
David Katzman, Before the Ghetto, pp. 177-81; Gerber, Black Ohio and the Color 
Line, pp. 209-44.
Harris Tyler, "Black Radicalism in Southern California" (PhD Dissertation, 
University of California at Los Angeles, 1983), p. 23.
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Education the South experienced a wave of boycotts, sit-ins, freedom rides and 
mass demonstrations. In a challenge to the city’s segregation ordinance, the bus 
boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, began in December 1955 and continued until 
December 21, 1956 when the Supreme Court ruled that segregation on a 
common carrier violated the fourteenth amendment.Similar boycotts took 
place in Tuskegee and Tallahassee.^^ Within a week of the first sit-in at 
Greensboro, North Carolina in February 1960, sit-ins were being staged or 
planned in a dozen or more southern cities and border towns.Alongside the 
sit-in movement, black activists became involved in freedom rides. Thirteen 
such activists left Washington D.C. on May 4, 1961 for the southern states of 
Georgia, Alabama and Mississippi. By the time the Interstate Commerce 
Commission ruled against segregated accommodation on public transport in 
November 1961, over a thousand participants had attempted a freedom ride.^  ^In 
summary, events that punctuated the civil rights movement were mostly centred 
in the South.
Furthermore, it has been argued that it is important to draw a clear distinction 
between the civil rights movement in the South and the black militant 
movement that followed in the North. According to Jack M. Bloom, blacks in 
the North were concerned with issues that were different from those blacks 
faced in the South. For example, campaigns for enfranchisement and the right 
to vote led by southern blacks meant little to northern blacks who already had
Steven M. Miller, "The Montgomery Bus Boycott: A Case Study in the 
Emergence and Career of a Social Movement" in David J. Garrow (editor). The 
Walking Citv. The Montgomery Bus Bovcott 1955-1956 (Brooklyn, New York: 
Carson Publishing, 1989).
William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Greensboro. North Carolina and 
the Black Struggle for Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). See 
also Robert J. Norrell, "Reaping the Whirlwind: Change and Continuity in Macon 
County Alabama" (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1985); Glenda Alice 
Rabby, "Out of the Past: The Civil Rights Movement in Tallahassee, Florida" 
(PhD Dissertation, Florida State University, 1984).
Manning Marable, Race Reform and Rebellion p. 62.
Charles D. Dowery and John Marzelek, Encyclopedia of African American 
Civil Rights from Emancipation to the Present (Westport: Greenwood Press,
1992), p. 204.
Jack M. Bloom, Class. Race and the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 222.
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the right to the ballot. Northern blacks were not directly involved in battles 
against racial segregation in housing, schools and places of public 
accommodation that confronted blacks daily in the South, except in so far as 
they identified with their kinsmen. Confronted neither with disenfranchisement 
nor legalised racial segregation, but lacking economic equality, northern black 
protest was far more concerned with the class system. As civil rights protest 
transferred from the South to the North, it moved from an attack on state- 
sanctioned disenfranchisement and racial segregation, to an assault on economic 
inequality. As William Chafe has written, the late sixties was a time when 
largely northern-based organisations like the Black Panther Party and Students 
for Democratic Action “tried to organise ghetto dwellers into revolutionary 
phalanxes to overthrow capitalism.”^^
Finally, what further separated the movement in the north from that of the South 
was the fact that in order to protest effectively, activists were compelled to adopt 
entirely different tactics. Faced with the Jim Crow colour line in the South, the 
civil rights movement had regularly focused on the behaviour of a few particularly 
violent segregationists to personify the evils of institutional racism. However, in 
the north, as Anderson Pickering notes, "there were fewer overt acts, naive targets 
such as the Jim Clarks and George Wallaces were harder to find, to be used as 
symbols. Unlike the campaign in Birmingham and Selma, the movement in 
Chicago brought no dramatic villains to the nation's television screens. This 
severely limited the impact of protest marches and demonstrations. Unlike the 
southern marches, the northern demonstrations were subject to more than one 
interpretation. The occasional news footage of police violence showed angry 
whites as victims. As James Ralph noted, in the eyes of most Americans, even 
those hostile to demonstrations, the Selma protestors menaced by "thugish law 
officers" were clearly on the side of right against wrong. In the north, the image 
was somewhat blurred, with the Chicago police often aggressively protecting 
black activists from angry whites who claimed to be defending their own turf and 
many Americans were less certain about who were the real villains.
William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights p. 248.
Alan B. Anderson and George Pickering, Confronting the Color Line.
James R. Ralph, Northern Protest: Martin Luther King JR. Chicago and the
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A revised examination of the civil rights movement in the North
Until recently, scholars examining the migration of African Americans from the 
South to the North during World War Two have drawn attention to factors that 
pushed blacks out of the South and factors that pulled blacks into the North. 
Blacks were forced to leave the South, on the one hand, by intolerable socio­
economic and political conditions, while on the other hand they were drawn into 
the urban North by the labour demands of war production, restrictions on 
European immigration, and better race relations.^^ However, we still need to 
know much more about who these migrants were, their motivations and 
expectations. Whatever the motivations, what is clear is that black migration 
during World War Two had a far greater impact on northern cities and 
consequently held serious implications for northern race relations. Unlike 
migration prior to World War Two which had seen smaller numbers trickle 
North, black migration during and after World War Two involved far greater 
numbers. In 1940, African Americans made up less than ten percent of the total 
population of most northern cities. Three decades later they comprised a third of 
residents in Chicago and Philadelphia and had become black majorities in other 
northern centres.^  ^ As increasing numbers of African Americans poured into 
northern centres with a desire for social, economic and political equality, they 
were met by native bom whites with an equally strong desire to maintain their
Civil Rights Movement (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1993), p. 185.
Joe W. Trotter, "African Americans in the City: The Industrial Era 1900-1950," 
Journal of Urban Historv (May 1995), Vol. 21, No. 4.
Nicholas Lenmann's contention that the "underclass" problem of the urban 
North is traceable directly to the black rural culture of the sharecropper South is 
'ahistorical' and flies in the face of the well known fact that black migrants have 
usually been more successful economically than northem-bom African Americans. 
Nicholas Lenmann, "The Origins of the Underclass," Atlantic Monthlv (June 
1986), Vol. 257, pp. 31-61. See Larry H. Long, "Poverty, Welfare and Migration," 
American Sociological Review (1974), Vol. 39, pp. 45-56 and Jacqueline Jones, 
"Southern Diaspora: Origins of the Northern Underclass" in Michael B. Katz 
(editor). The Underclass Debate: Views from Historv (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1993).
Kenneth Kusmer, "African Americans in the City Since World War Two From 
the Industrial to the Post Industrial Era," Journal of Urban Historv (May 1995), 
Vol. 21, No. 4, pp. 460-61.
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racial dominance in political and social spheres/^ The emphasis that many 
academics and civil rights activists have placed on southern racism, therefore, 
has distorted the reality of race relations in the United States.
In fact, northern blacks frequently stated that “they preferred the South because 
there at least they knew where they stood.”^^  While the North promised a 
freedom away from poor race relations in the South, the reality was quite 
different. The high level of residential segregation that became commonplace in 
the 1960s can be traced back to a pattern of white hostility that developed 
decades earlier. At the neighbourhood level, restrictive covenants were 
sporadically used to segregate housing prior to 1948."^  ^ More informal but 
equally effective efforts by Real Estate and neighbourhood associations 
continued to limit location of housing to African Americans in the 1950s and 
1960s."^  ^ Schools in many northern communities, though not segregated by law
C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow p. 102. Stephen Meyer As 
Long as Thev Don't Move Next Door: Segregation and Racial Conflict in 
American Neighborhoods. (New York & Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000), 
p. 4-6.
 ^ "Author's Interview with James Armstrong," Birmingham Alabama, February 
13 1996.
Arnold Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago 1940- 
1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 10. See also Gregory S. 
Squires et al, Chicago. Race and Class and the Response to Urban Decline 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987); Thomas J. Sugrue, "The Origins of 
the Urban Crisis: Race, Industrial Decline, and Housing in Detroit, 1940-1960" 
(PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 1992). In addition see, Arnold Hirsch, 
"Massive Resistance in the Urban North: Trumbell Park, Chicago 1953-1966," 
Journal of American Historv (Sept 1995), Vol. 82, No. 2. Kenneth Durr, "You 
Make Your Own History, White Working Class Citizenship in Baltimore, 1946- 
1964," Paper Presented at the Organization of American Historians Annual 
Meeting, San Francisco, April 17-21 1997. Stephen Meyer As Long As Thev 
Don't Move Next Door p.7-8. and p. 113.
During the late 1940s and 1950s, violence against blacks attempting to move 
into previously all-white neighbourhoods became common. Except for Hirsch 
and Sugrue few scholars have given much attention to this phenomenon, but 
physical attacks on black homeowners (which sometimes escalated into small- 
scale riots) were important in shaping the new post-war ghettos. Arnold Hirsch, 
Making the Second Ghetto, pp. 40-99. The history of urban racial conflict has 
tended to focus on large-scale incidents, which resulted in fatalities. One 
implication of Hirsch's study is that the dividing line between such events and 
incidents, which did not escalate into full-scale racial warfare, is much less clear
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as in the South, nevertheless exhibited a pattern of de facto segregation as early 
as the 1920s, largely as a result of segregated residential patterns. Accompanied 
by under funding of inner city schools and an unofficial policy that was 
responsible for gerrymandering of school districts, the pattern of school 
segregation not only continued but also intensified in the post-World War 
period."^  ^Although African Americans in the North had long acquired the right 
to participate in politics, black political leaders of the post-war era played a 
largely subsidiary role within the local political system. As Martin Kilson has 
written: “they were allowed to be council members, or even in a few cases state 
legislators [but] denied powerful city-wide or country-wide offices.”"^  ^ In short, 
while racial conditions in the North had been better than in the South during the 
period prior to the 1940s, the World War Two period saw a growing movement 
to segregate blacks in housing and schools and minimise black political 
influence.
than previously understood. For further reference to this see: Kenneth Kusmer, 
"African Americans in the City Since World War Two," p. 462.
For an overview of the emerging school crises in the North that relates it to 
structural changes in the postwar city, see Harvey Kantor and Barbara Brenzel, 
"Urban Education and the 'Truly Disadvantaged': The Historical Roots of the 
Contemporary crisis, 1945-1990" in Katz (editor) The Underclass Debate, pp.369- 
373, as cited in Kenneth Kusmer, "African Americans in the City Since World 
War Two," p. 465.
Martin Kilson, "Political Change in the Negro Ghetto, 1900-1940s" in Nathan 
Huggins et al (editors), Kév Issues in the Afro-American Experience (New York: 
Knopf, 1971), pp. 167-85. The patron-client politics identified by Martin Kilson as 
symptomatic of black urban politics earlier in the century continued until the mid- 
1960s, when the size of the black voter base and emergence of a group of a 
younger, more militant black leaders began to upset this arrangement. In Chicago, 
by far the most studied city of the post-World War Two era -  black votes were of 
vital importance to the reigning Democratic Party coalition in the 1950s and early 
1960s. Yet the loyalty of the city's African-American voters did not earn them a 
fair share of political patronage, and Mayor Richard J. Daley consistently ignored 
the demands of reformers and civil rights groups for more black police officers and 
better schools and services in the black neighbourhoods. For details see Paul 
Klepner, Chicago Divided: The Making of a Black Mavor (Chicago: Dekalb,
1985). But also see, William J. Grimshaw, Bitter Fruit: Black Politics and the 
Chicago Machine 1931-1991 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), as 
discussed in Kenneth Kusmer "African Americans in the City Since World War 
Two," p. 464.
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The notion that northern blacks remained largely silent during the period in 
which the southern protest was at its height is also disputed. As John Hope 
Franklin has written; “there were about as many demonstrators in the North and 
West as in the S o u t h . T h e  northern struggle against overt discrimination in 
public amenities, often spearheaded by NAACP chapters, began during World 
War Two, and continued, in some cases for another two decades."^  ^For example, 
integration of Pittsburgh’s public swimming pools came about only after a 
“protracted campaign” in the 1950s. In her study of Indiana, Emma Lou 
Thombrough has observed that resistance to Jim Crow facilities did not end 
until well after the passage of state sponsored civil rights legislation in 1963,"^  ^
whilst Kenneth Wayne in a study of Cleveland, found that the issue of school 
integration became a matter of public concern for local blacks. As a result, 
activists turned increasingly to mass demonstrations in order to persuade school 
officials."^  ^ In 1961, in parallel to the organisation’s activity in the South, 
c o r e ’s northern chapters using non-violent direct action^ protested against 
discrimination in hiring and housing, school segregation and police brutality.
Additionally, it can be argued that far from severing ties between northern and 
southern communities, the migration of blacks during World War Two and for 
decades after  ^created a consciousness that transcended regions. The dramatic 
events that punctuated the southern-based civil rights movement, became an 
impetus for activism in northern centres. Events unfolding in the South from the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott through to the March on Selma exerted a profound
John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, From Slaverv to Freedom p. 483.
In most northern states, segregation in, or exclusion from public 
accommodations was not legal. It nevertheless existed and varied widely from one 
community to another prior to World War Two. Even in a city like Cleveland, with 
a 'liberal' reputation racial discrimination in restaurants, theatres and hotels was 
widespread in the 1920s and 1930s. See Christopher G. Wye, "Midwest Ghetto. 
Patterns of Negro Life and Thought in Cleveland, 1929-1945" (PhD Dissertation, 
Kent State University, 1973), Chapter 2.
Emma Lou Thombrough, "Breaking Racial Barriers to Public Accommodations 
in Indiana 1935-1963," Indiana Magazine of Historv (1987), Vol. 83, No. 4, pp. 
301-43.
Kenneth Wayne, "The Politics of Social Reform in Cleveland 1946-1967" (PhD 
Dissertation, Case Western Reserve University, 1988), p. 99.
Robert Weisbrot, Freedom Bound, p. 167. See also Jack M. Bloom, Race. Class 
and the Civil Rights Movement, p. 199.
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impact on northern communities. At a time when the civil rights movement was 
reaching its apogee in the South, there was an upsurge in protest activities 
against the same issues in the North."^  ^ Beginning with mass boycotts against 
segregated and poorly funded schools in Chicago in 1963 and New York in 
1964, northern cities saw numerous protests over the issue of police brutality 
and segregated education. While scenes of police officers attacking Birmingham 
and Selma protestors led northern blacks to challenge police practices in their 
own communities, the struggle over segregated education in the South 
culminated in the controversy over bussing in Boston, Massachusetts and 
Brownsville, New York in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
In brief, although there is much to suggest that the civil rights movement should 
be seen as one that originated in the South, there is also much to encourage the 
view of the civil rights movement as one which was just as important to African 
Americans outside the South. Although racial conditions in the North were 
better than those in the South at the end of the nineteenth century, the large 
influx of African Americans into northern centres during World War Two 
brought racial conditions in line with the South. Further still, at a time when the 
civil rights movement was at its height in the South, northern blacks 
campaigned against similar issues in the North. Instead of examining the civil 
rights movement as one based in the South that moved to the North, one should 
see it as a national movement that transcended regional barriers to create a 
cross-regional phenomenon.
Comparative History and Methodology
Historians by nature or by the nature of archival research have been more reticent 
than other academics to move from the particular to the general. The minutia of 
archival research, the barriers of geographically defined fields, and the multitude
Angela Denise Dillard, "From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage JR".
For an overview, see Thomas F. Jackson, "The State, the Movement and the 
Urban Poor: The War on Poverty and Political Mobilization in the 1960s" in Katz 
(editor). The Underclass Debate, pp. 422-30; Kenneth Kusmer, "African 
Americans in the City Since World War Two," pp. 458-504 and p. 487.
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of monographs are some of the main causes for this reluctance. There have been 
several, if sporadic, calls to use the comparative method. These appeals to 
comparison have argued for its use on several grounds; to seek causes and origins 
of historical phenomena and to clarify the speciality or similarity of historical 
processes. Indeed, to truly understand civil rights histoiy, scholars must have a 
comparative structure and not merely isolated facts; local community studies have 
gone far as they can. Comparisons take us beyond the bounds of the often- 
tautological community study; they can help us evaluate the role of internal 
dynamics within the African American community, but also external influences as 
shaped by local structures and national developments. More importantly, 
comparisons can help us understand that which is specific and that which is 
general in the African American experience during the civil rights struggle.
There are three major benefits to be gained from a comparative study of the 
North and South during the civil rights movement. First and foremost, a 
comparative approach can serve as a rough negative check on historical 
explanations. Historians have typically explained the end of the civil rights 
movement by drawing attention to riots and the emergence of Black Power in 
the North. Research suggesting that riots broke out in Birmingham as early as 
1963 challenges the extent to which riots were a northern phenomenon in the 
late 1960s.^  ^Hence, in order to explain the end of the civil rights movement, 
historians need to look elsewhere. Furthermore, research suggests that Black 
Power continued to represent electoral power in the South long after it took on 
other connotations in the North. Black Power developed in the South, not from
Raymond Grew, "The Case for Comparing Histories" American Historical 
Review (October 1980) Vol. 85, No.l pp.763-778. See also George M. 
Frederickson, "From Exceptionalism to Variability: Recent Developments in 
Cross-National Comparative History" Journal of American Historv (September 
1995) Vol. 82, No.l, pp. 587-604. George M. Frederickson, "Comparative 
History" in Michael Kammen (editor) The Past is Before Us: Contemporarv 
Historical Writing in the United States (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 1980) pp. 457-473; Raymond Grew "The Comparative Weakness of 
American History" Journal of Interdisciplinarv Historv (summer, 1985) Vol. 16, 
No.l, pp.87-101.
Steven F. Lawson, "Freedom Then, Freedom Now: The Historiography of the 
Civil Rights Movement," American Historical Review (April, 1991), Vol. 96, No. 
2, pp. 462-3.
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any national group, but from the daily experiences of people trying to mould 
their own political identity. In this context the notion that the movement faded 
way in the mid-1960s to be displaced by a Black Power movement with 
dissimilar goals has to be challenged.
Examining the movement comparatively also has a rather less specific but more 
positive benefit in that it provides insight into issues, which would not otherwise 
emerge in studies that avoid a comparative perspective. For example, research 
has indicated that anti-communism not only had an important impact on the 
shape of the civil rights movement at both national and local levels, but it was 
also influenced by regional politics in the North and South. In line with anti­
communism in the national civil rights movement, local activists in the North 
purged the local movement of communists and suspected communists and in so 
doing lost left-wing black activists who had helped to build the movement 
during World War Two. Although southerners had endorsed the Cold War at 
least as enthusiastically as other Americans, southern anti-communism differed 
in its most hostile forms from that in other regions of the country. In the minds 
of a large number of southern whites, the race issue became more closely 
associated with patriotism that incorporated an intense feeling of loyalty to 
southern values. Sectionalism and racism merged with nationalism to form a 
view that equated agitation for racial change with treason.
Another aim of this study is to trace some of the actual interactions or 
connections between the two communities. The fact that there was a degree of 
mutual awareness and some direct links between Birmingham and Detroit in the 
hope of a better life adds substance and credibility to that comparison. At times, 
the writing of this dissertation has been made easier in that I have been fortunate 
enough to be able to build on the actual comparisons made by the historical 
actors. Several activists involved in the Detroit movement had originally 
migrated from Birmingham, hence they had been able to make useful
Steven F. Lawson, "Commentary" in Charles Eagles (editor). The Civil Rights 
Movement in America (Jackson and London: University Press of Mississippi,
1986), p. 35.
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observations on both movements for civil rights. Since the main concern of this 
study has been with the comparative analysis, the relationship between the two 
has been discussed only in so far as I have been able to discern a comparative 
argument. In short, the interest in detailing links and influences between the 
movements has been subordinated to the concern for comparative analysis. 
Exactly how a Detroit idea got to Birmingham, or vice versa, matters less to me 
than what happened to it when it got there. I am interested in how broadly 
similar concepts of black liberation were modified or reinterpreted to suit local 
circumstances and what occurred when similar ideologies were acted upon 
under conditions that were in some ways very different.
In summary, a comparative method can explore the extent to which certain 
historical processes are inherently universal, while at the same time 
understanding the diversity of both representations. Yet to compare is not 
enough. While two cases are clearly better than one, we also need to be aware of 
how comparisons are constructed. There is, as Nancy Green "no comparison 
which is completely n e u t r a l . B y  the level of generalisation chosen, the 
variables chosen, the method of agreement or difference used, the stress placed 
on diversity or unit. In other words, the way in which the question is asked in 
fact implies part of the response. Therefore, the comparative project implies a 
triple choice: that of subject, that is, the relationship between the civil rights 
movement in the North and South. Second, that of unit, namely the NAACP in 
Birmingham, and Detroit. Third, the level of analysis, that is/ the degree to 
which national context, local context and dynamics within the African 
American community shaped the civil rights movement in each city.
George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation: A Comparative Historv of Black 
Ideologies in the United States and South Africa (New York & Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), p. 9. For theoretical literature on comparative history see 
the following: Frederick Cooper, "Race, Ideology and the Perils of Comparative 
History," American Historical Review (1996), Vol. 1010, No. 4, pp. 1122-138; 
Nancy L. Green "The Comparative Method and Post Structuralism: New 
Perspectives for Migration Studies," Journal of American Ethnic Historv (1994), 
Vol. 13, No. 4, pp. 3-22; and Raymond Grew, "The Comparative Weakness of 
American History," Journal of Interdisciplinarv Historv {Summer 1985), Vol. 16, 
No. 1, pp. 87-101.
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Why Select Birmingham and Detroit as Case Studies?
According to Labour historian, John Brueily, "there is no point in studying events 
which have nothing in common but nor is there any point in studying events which 
do not differ significantly."^^ In other words, a comparative study requires 
investigating two places of interest, which had something in common, but at the 
same time differed significantly. A choice of Birmingham and Detroit fulfilled 
both requirements.
In some respects Birmingham was not a typical southern city. With an economy 
based upon heavy industry and an unusually high percentage of its population 
drawn from recent immigration stock, Birmingham bore as much resemblance to a 
middle-western or north-western industrial city as it did to Savannah, Charleston, 
Montgomery or Memphis. Unlike other southern cities, it had no antebellum 
tradition, given that it was not incorporated as a city until 1871, some six years 
after the Civil War had ended. While most of the metropolitan areas in the South 
had developed strong diversified economies, heavy-manufacturing industries 
dominated the Birmingham economy. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
Birmingham had established itself as the foremost industrial centre of the new 
South. Yet Birmingham failed to assume the progressive role in race relations that 
might have been expected from its background. Despite its industrial make up, it 
had adopted the racial philosophy of the old southern plantations. Of the 180,000 
registered voters in 1963, only 10,000 were black. In the midst of industrial 
plenty, non-whites were rigidly restricted to menial and domestic jobs. Schools, 
restaurants, lunch counters, drinking fountains and department store fitting rooms 
were all rigidly segregated. Police brutality against blacks was the custom rather
Nancy L. Green "The Comparative Method," p. 5.
John Breuily, Labour and Liberalism in Nineteenth Centurv Europe: Essavs in 
Comparative Historv (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1992), p. 3.
Daniel Letwin, Race. Class, and Industrialization in the New South: Black and 
White Coal Miners in the Birmingham District of Alabama, 1878-1897 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). See also Lee E. Bains Jr., 
"Birmingham, 1963 Confrontation over Civil Rights," in David Garrow (editor), 
Birmingham Alabama 1956-1963: The Struggle For Civil Rights (Brooklyn, New 
York: Carlson Publishing, 1989), pp. 161-2.
Carl V. Harris, "Reforms in Government Control of Negroes in Birmingham,
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than the exception. In the post-war period, Birmingham became a symbol of 
southern resistance to the civil rights movement. In 1954, Birmingham abandoned 
its professional baseball team to prevent it from playing integrated teams in the 
International League. A year later it chose to close down its parks rather than 
desegregate them in compliance with a federal court order . In short, Birmingham 
was a microcosm of the larger South, as ardently committed to white supremacy as 
Mississippi, but more vulnerable to change by virtue of its social and economic 
composition.
Typical of most northern cities, Detroit throughout its history was a mosaic of 
racial and ethnic groups. A majority of Detroit's factory workers from 1890 to 
1910 were foreign-bom, and some factories almost exclusively employed them. 
However, when the restrictive immigration laws of the early 1920s curtailed the 
influx of foreign workers, people from the American South, primarily blacks  ^
moved in to fill the vacuum.^® In the two decades from 1920 through to the 1940s, 
Detroit shared with other northern cities in a movement that brought large numbers 
of black southerners into northern cities for the first time. Detroit's black 
population grew from 40,838 by 1920 to 120,066 by 1940. Beginning in 1940 and 
continuing through the late 1950s, a second migration from the South doubled the 
city's population between 1940 and 1950.^  ^ Though not nearly as pervasive in 
custom or in law, northern racism differed from southern racism only by 
degrees. As increasing numbers of African Americans poured into the Motor 
City after 1945, the desire by whites to maintain the status quo and their hold on 
city power intensified in equal proportions.^^ Black migration led to increasing 
conflict in northern urban centres such as Detroit as blacks settled to live and 
work in a region unaccustomed to interacting with blacks in such large numbers.
Alabama 1890-1920," Journal of Southern Historv (November 1972), Vol. 38, No. 
4, p. 580.
David L. Lewis Martin Luther King: A Critical Biographv (New York: Praeger 
Publisher, 1970), pp. 171-2. See also, John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav, 
361.
 ^David Katzman. Before the Ghetto, p. 104.
Thomas Sugrue, "The Structures of Urban Poverty: The Reorganization of 
Space and Work in Three Periods of American History," in Katz (editor). The 
Underclass Debate, p. 106.
Heather Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labor, Race and Liberalism," p. 44.
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The movement of blacks into Detroit, for instance, was accompanied by an 
expanding and increasingly rigid pattern of residential segregation.^^
Therefore^ Birmingham and Detroit make excellent case studies because they 
have much in common in terms of economic development, but at the same time 
they represent the South and North.
Why select the NAACP as a lens through which to examine the
movements?
The NAACP provided an important element of continuity in African-Ameri can 
protest. Established in 1909 on the fringes of Progressive reform, the 
organisation maintained its original goal of securing the basic rights of 
citizenship as guaranteed by the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments of the 
United States Constitution as its single aim for the next half-century.^"  ^This is 
not to imply that the organisation was inflexible. To the contrary it modified its 
tactics and strategies to meet the challenges of the changing economic and 
political enviromnent in which it operated. Amid the reform impulse unleashed 
by the Depression and New Deal, the tactics of the organisation focused mûre 
and more on generating federal intervention, with economic problems placed 
high on the agenda.^  ^ As a result of the political and economic developments
Harold Black, "Restrictive Covenants in Relation to Segregated Housing in 
Detroit" (MA Thesis, Wayne State University, 1947), p. 6. See also Herbert Hill, 
"Demographic Change and Racial Ghettos, Crisis of American Cities" in Kenneth 
L. Kushmer (editor). The Ghetto Crisis of the 1960s: Causes and Consequences 
(New York and London: Garland Publishing Company, 1991), p. 14.
For data on the founding members, see Wilson Record, "Negro Intellectual 
Leadership in the NAACP: 1910-1940," Phvlon (1956), Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 376-9; 
Eugene Levy, "James Weldon Johnson and the Development of the NAACP" in 
John Hope Franklin and August Meier (editors). Black Leaders of the Twentieth 
Centurv (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Lynn Adelman, "A Study 
of James Weldon Johnson," Journal of Negro Historv (1967), Vol. 52, No. 2, pp. 
128-45; and Charles Flint Kellogg, NAACP: A Historv of the NAACP 1909-1920 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1967), Chapter I, and pp. 298-9. Nancy J. Weiss 
has examined the professional middle class, and Progressive orientations of 
NAACP organizations in "From Black Advancement, 1890-1920" in Barton J. 
Bernstein and Allen J. Matusow (editors). Twentieth Centurv America: Recent 
Interpretations (New York: Macmillan Press, 1972), pp. 52-87.
John H. Bracey Jr. and Meier "Allies or Adversaries: The NAACP, A. Phillip
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that accompanied World War Two, the NAACP flourished and increased in size 
and stature. In the space of the next ten years, its legal arm, the NAACP Legal 
Defense and Educational Fund Inc., won a series of stunning victories before the 
Supreme Court, from Smith v. Allwright. which outlawed the white primary in 
1944, to the Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954.^  ^ There then 
followed another decade of legislative accomplishment that culminated in the 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, 
which together brought to a conclusion the struggle to achieve the original goals 
enunciated by the NAACP in 1909.^^
Yet, despite this long history and its relationship to the African-American 
struggle for civil rights, it is interesting to note that the NAACP has been given 
little attention in virtually all of the typical accounts of the civil rights 
movement. In most studies the organisation receives a brief acknowledgement 
for its legislative fight that led to Brown v. Board of Education, but it virtually
(Spring 1991), Vol. 25, No. 1, pp. 1-17. See also, Wilson Record, Race and 
Radicalism: The NAACP and the Communist Party in Conflict (Ithaca: New 
York: Cornell University Press, 1964); Leslie Fishel, "The Negro in the New Deal 
Era," Wisconsin Magazine of Historv (1965), Vol. 48, No. 2, pp. 111-26; and 
Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil Rights as a 
National Issue (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978).
The Association victories in the school desegregation cases in 1954 have come 
to be recognized as the central achievement of the NAACP in the development of 
the interpretation of constitutional rights. The litigation activities have since been 
recognized for their expansion of the constitutional right of equality in the United 
States. Richard Kluger, Simple Justice: The Historv of Brown v. Board of 
Education and Black America's Struggle for Equality (New York: Knopf, 1975) 
and especially Mark V. Tushnet, The NAACP's Legal Strategy Against Segregated 
Education 1925-1950 (Chapel Hill and London, University of North Carolina,
1987). See also Maxine Bonner Patterson, "The Influence of the NAACP on 
Federal Educational Policy from 1955-1965" (PhD Dissertation, Memphis State 
University, 1984), p. 14.
Meier and Bracey Jr., "The NAACP as a Reform Movement," p. 4. For an 
overview of the NAACP from its beginnings through to 1965 see the following: 
Langston Hughes, Fight For Freedom: the Storv of the NAACP (New York: W. 
W. Norton and Co., 1962); Warren St. James, Triumphs of a Pressure Group 1909- 
1980 (New York: Exposition Press, 1980); Robert L. Jack, A Historv of the 
NAACP (Boston: Meador Publishing, 1943); Minnie Finch, The NAACP: Its 
Fight for Justice (New Jersey and London: Scarecrow Press, 1981). See also two 
excellent biographical works, Walter White, A Man Called White (New York: 
Knopf, 1948); and Roy Wilkins with Tom Mathews, Standing Fast. The 
Autobiographv of Rov Wilkins (New York: Viking Press, 1982).
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disappears from sight after 1954, save for an occasional comment disparaging 
its effectiveness.^^ Our knowledge of the NAACP's contribution to the movement 
after 1954 is limited to the biographies of three national figures: Mark V. Tushnet's 
biography of Thurgood Marshall, Genna Rae McNeil's study of Charles Hamilton 
Houston and Denton L. Watson's life of Clarence Mitchell.^  ^The reasons for this 
neglect are not difficult to identify. Largely because of the attention focused on 
Dr King and his non-violent strategy, the NAACP has found its role 
overshadowed and its contributions to the modem civil rights movement 
overlooked. Admittedly, the NAACP never was equipped to exceed the
There now exists a comprehensive volume of material relative to NAACP 
activity in the period before 1954 including its efforts to outlaw anti-lynching, 
opposition to Judge Parker and conflict with the Communist Party. On anti- 
lynching legislation the most important are Robert Zangrando, The NAACP 
Crusade Against Lvnching. 1909-1950 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1980); Robert Zangrando, "The NAACP and the Federal Anti-Lynching Bill, 
1934-1940," Journal of Negro Historv (April 1959), Vol. 50, No. 2, pp. 106-17. 
On political mobilization in Washington D C. see Kenneth Goings, The NAACP 
Comes of Age. The Defeat of Judge Parker (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1990); Richard Watson, "The Defeat of Judge Parker: A 
Study of Pressure Groups and Politics," Mississippi Valiev Historical Review. 
Vol. 50, No. 2, pp. 215-34; Avery Sheldon, Up From Washington: William 
Pickens and the Negro Stmggle for Equalitv 1900-1945 (London and Newark: 
Associated University Press, 1989). Relations between the Communist Party and 
the NAACP have also received extensive coverage. These include Hugh Murray, 
"The NAACP versus the Communist Party: The Scottsboro Rape Cases 1931- 
1932," Phvlon (1967), Vol. 28, No. 3, pp. 267-87; Record, Race and Radicalism: 
Daniel Webster Wynn, The NAACP versus Negro Revolutionarv Protest: A 
Comparative Studv of the Effectiveness of Each Movement (New York: 
Exposition Press, 1955). Finally there are two other studies worthy of note, 
Richard M. Cortner, Mob Intent on Death. The NAACP and the Arkansas Riot 
Cases (Middletown.Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1988); and Vose 
Clement, The NAACP and the Restrictive Covenant Cases (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1967).
Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the 
Supreme Court. 1956-1961 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994). For a biography of Houston see Genna Rae McNeill, Ground Work: 
Charles Hamilton Houston and the Struggle for Civil Rights (Philadelphia, Temple 
University Press, 1983); for Hastie see Gilbert Ware, William Hastie: Grace Under 
Pressure (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984).
Adam Fairclough, "The Civil Rights Movement in Louisiana," p. 21. See also 
Denton L. Watson, "Assessing the Role of the NAACP in the Civil Rights 
Movement," The Historian (Spring 1993), Vol. 55, p. 453. Bruce Fehin "The Only 
Hope We Had: United Packinghouse Workers Local 46 and the Struggle for 
Racial Equality in Waterloo, Iowa, 1948-1960," Annals of Iowa (Summer 1995), 
Vol. 54, No. 3, pp. 185-216; Bruce Fehin "Striking Women: Gender, Race and
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overwhelming emotional appeal of Dr King’s oratory skills and his leadership 
of non-violent direct tactics, but the NAACP served an important function in the 
civil rights movement/^ Similarly, historians generally celebrate the actions of 
the young student activists in the South and the non-violent confrontations that 
these students faced, but tend to overlook the direct-action campaigns led by 
local NAACP branches and youth chapters/^
Further still, recent studies have suggested that it is important to recognise the 
diversity that existed between the local and national branches of the NAACP. 
National studies of the civil rights movement have often portrayed the NAACP 
as a conservative organisation that failed to support the student sit-in movement 
because it opposed the use of direct action as a means to challenge racial 
inequality. Instead, it cautioned blacks to be patient while it fought on their 
behalf through the presentation of legal arguments in courts. However, local 
studies of southern communities “where the struggle for civil rights was a 
continuing reality year in and year out,” present a picture of the NAACP that is 
less conservative, more willing to adapt direct action tactics and generally more
Class in the United Packinghouse Workers of America, 1938-1968" (PhD 
Dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1991); and Bruce Fehin "Ruin or Renewal: 
The United Packinghouse Workers of America and the 1948 Meatpacking Strike 
in Iowa," Annals of Iowa (Fall 1997), Vol. 56, No. 4, pp. 349-78.
The many works on Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference include Adam Fairclough, "The Preachers and the People: 
The Origins and Early Years of the SCLC 1955-1959," Journal of Southern 
Historv (1986), Vol. 52, No. 3, pp. 375-88; Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul 
of America: The SCLC and Martin Luther King Jr. (Athens and London: 
University of Georgia Press, 1987); David Garrow, Bearing the Cross.
Watson, "Assessing the Role of the NAACP," p. 464. For example after the 
freedom rides, the focus of political struggle shifted back toward implementing 
desegregation in the universities. The black Mississippi resident James Meredith 
was refused admission into the segregated University of Mississippi. In January 
1961, supported by NAACP attorneys, the state's segregation restrictions were 
overturned by the Federal Court of Appeals. Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black 
ordered Mississippi governor Ross Barnett and the states courts to allow Meredith 
into the university: Manning Marable, Race Reform and Rebellion, p. 167. In 
Miami, local swimming pools were opened to African Americans after the 
successful conclusion of an NAACP suit instituted by Attorney G. E. Graves, and 
in Nashville, almost the entire downtown ceased discriminatory practices: Jack 
Greenberg, Crusaders in the Courts: How a Dedicated of Lawyers Fought for the 
Civil Rights Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1994).
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people-orientated/^ In fact, it can be argued that many of the unique and highly 
effective demonstrations of 1960-61 were organised by local NAACP youth 
chapters. "^^  On June 7,1961 more than 500 NAACP young people were arrested in 
the state of South Carolina^ .^ Not too far off in Memphis it was NAACP young 
people who sat down in the public library and succeeded in opening it up to all 
citizens/^
In other areas, an examination of the NAACP has also provided much insight 
into the relationship between organised labour and the civil rights movement. In 
a study of the "United Packinghouse Workers of America, Local 46 and the 
Struggle for Racial Equality in Waterloo, Iowa 1948-1960,"^^ Bruce Pehn found 
that African American women found inspiration for equality both in their union 
activities and the local NAACP. As president of the Waterloo branch of the 
NAACP, Ama Mae Weems was already a leader in Waterloo’s African- 
American community, in the 1950s she became an active member of Local 46's 
Anti-Discrimination Committee and merged its activities with those of the local
Raymond Gavins, "The NAACP in North Carolina During the Age of 
Segregation" in Armstead L. Robinson and Patricia Sullivan (editors) New 
Directions in Civil Rights Studies (Charlottesville and London: University Press of 
Virginia, 1991), p. 106. See also C. R. Reed, "Organized Racial Reform in 
Chicago during the Progressive Era: The Chicago NAACP 1910-1930," Michigan 
Historical Review (1988), Vol. 14, No. 1, pp. 25-99; Bruce Thompson, "The Civil 
Rights Vanguard: The NAACP and the Black Community in Baltimore, 1931- 
1942" (PhD Dissertation, University of Maryland, 1996); Gillette Michael 
Lowery, "The NAACP in Texas" (PhD Dissertation, University of Texas at 
Austin, 1984); Barksdale, "Civil R i^ ts Organization"; Adam Fairclough, "The 
Little Rock Crisis: Success or Failure for the NAACP," Arkansas Historical 
Ouarterlv (Fall 1997), Vol. 56, No. 3.
Carl Graves, "The Right To Be Served: Oklahoma City's Lunch Counter Sit-ins" 
in David Garrow (editor), Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement 
pp.283-99.
"Along the NAACP Battlefront: Sit-ins in South Carolina," Crisis. April 1961, p. 
235.
^^"Along the NAACP Battlefront, Memphis Stores Desegregated," Crisis. March 
1962, pp. 169-70; "Along the NAACP Battlefront, Sit-ins in South Carolina," 
Crisis. April 1960, p. 235; "Roy, Wilkins, remarks at a mass meeting of the 
Jackson, Miss, branch of the NAACP, June 7, 1961," Crisis. July 1961. See also 
NAACP Annual Report for 1960 (New York: NAACP, 1961) and Finch, The 
NAACP. p. 205.
Bruce Fehn "Striking Women: Gender, Race and Class in the United 
Packinghouse Workers of America, 1938-1968," (PhD Dissertation University
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NAACP. Under her leadership, the NAACP and UPWA struggled together to 
open job opportunities, worked to persuade Waterloo Daily Courier to stop 
publicising the race of African-American criminals and filed charges against the 
city's restaurants that refused to hire blacks.^^
More recently, historians have begun to examine the organisation in the North. 
Unlike other organisations that concentrated their activities in the South, the 
NAACP was also active in the struggle for civil rights fought in the North. For 
instance, in support of student actions against segregated lunch counters in the 
South, northern branches were encouraged to undertake similar action against 
national retail businesses in their own locality. Focusing on the critical 
leadership provided by black professionals, Christopher Reed traces the eventful 
history of the Chicago NAACP from its founding in 1910 through to the civil 
rights struggle in the 1950s and 1960s. Reed invokes a number of pertinent 
themes that provide useful insight into the organisation outside the South. These 
include conflicting priorities among professional middle class and working class 
groups, influences of a white elite in the early years, intermittent apathy among 
blacks in Chicago toward the branch, the mixed consequences of urban northern 
politics, and the branch's commitment to egalitarianism.^^
My research seeks to contribute to this revisionist histoiy of the NAACP’s role 
in the civil rights movement by drawing attention to the important diversity that 
existed between local branches in the North and South. While scholars have 
made some attempt to examine the NAACP at the local level in the South and 
have begun to examine the organisation in the North, no one as yet has made 
any effort to connect the activity of the organisation in the South with that in the 
North. In short, by conducting a comparative study of the NAACP in
of Wisconsin, 1991)
Bruce Fehn "'The Only Hope We Had': United Packinghouse Workers Local 
46 and the Struggle for Racial Equality in Waterloo, Iowa 1948-1960" Annals 
of Iowa (Summer 1995), p. 185.
Michigan Militant March 6,1960, p. 1.
^  Christopher Robert Reed, The Chicago NAACP and the Rise of Black 
Leadership. 1910-1966 (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press,
1997).
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Birmingham, Alabama and Detroit, Michigan, this dissertation intends to 
provide a fresh insight into the way in which the NAACP should be understood.
In making the comparison, the dissertation is influenced by three lines of 
historical thought: local context, national infrastructure and dynamics within the 
African-American community, all of which will be examined next. Works that 
suggest that we should examine the movement at the grass roots level, thereby 
gaining insight into the way that the local community shaped the movement, will 
be examined first. Writing that continues to emphasise the importance of national 
institutions and focuses on the interactive relationship between the national and 
local movements will follow. Finally, scholarship that has begun to examine the 
way in which dynamics within the African-American community shaped the 
struggle will be drawn upon to discuss the relevance of class, religion, gender and 
generation.
The Local Context, National Infrastructure and Dynamics within the 
African-American Community
The benefits of the local community study
In recent years, civil rights historians have begun to move beyond the 
exploration of national events, individual figures and organisations, addressed 
by much of the initial body of literature, towards a probing of local 
developments. Works like Robert J. NorrelPs study of the civil rights struggle in 
Tuskegee, Alabama and William Chafe’s examination of Greensboro, North 
Carolina, have suggested that the movement should be viewed as a series of 
local struggles, each with its own set of distinctive goals, tactics and 
leadership.^^ According to Marcus Barksdale, the civil rights movement in
William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Robert J. Norrell, Reaping the 
Whirlwind: The Civil Rights Movement in Tuskegee (New York: Random 
House, 1985). Other works of note include: David R. Colburn, Radical Change 
and Community Crisis: St. Augustine, Florida, 1877-1980 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1985); Neil R. McMillen, Dark Journey: Black Mississipians 
in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989); John Dittmer, 
Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana: University of
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Monroe, North Carolina is an excellent case study of an indigenous movement. 
While outside freedom fighters came into Monroe to assist in the local protest, 
the movement continued to be led by local blacks for local needs and local 
demands.^^ In accordance with this, Claybome Carson has observed that "local 
black movements produced their own distinctive ideas and indigenous 
leadership. National figures like Dr King^would not disappear from view, but 
would take a back seat to the women and men who initiated the protests in small 
towns and cities across the South, and who acted in compliance with their own 
needs.^ "^
The benefit of a local community study also overcomes a major weakness of 
much civil rights historiography -  the tendency to segregate history by race. 
Although the civil rights movement involved dialectic between blacks and 
whites, most histories have examined either white actions or black actions. But 
only rarely have the two met. By carefully examining the role of southern 
whites, David Chappell has enabled us to see the civil rights movement in a 
different light. Contrary to widespread belief, Chappell has written, "inside 
agitators," that is white southerners sympathetic to the cause of civil rights -  
played a critical role in the movement. However, instead of depicting them 
simply as courageous dissenters, he has shown that their interests for supporting 
civil rights reform were varied and complex, a mixture of altruism, 
humanitarianism, patriotism, paternalism and numerous other sentiments.
Illinois Press, 1995) and Adam Fairclough, The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana 
1915-1972 (Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 1995). Two 
unpublished studies, David Andrew Harmon, "Beneath the Image of the Civil 
Rights Movement and Race Relations, Atlanta Georgia, 1946-1981" (PhD 
Dissertation, Emory University, 1993) and Rabby, "Out of the Past" are worthy of 
note, amongst many others too numerous to mention here.
Marcellus Barksdale, "Civil Rights Organisation and the Indigenous 
Movement in Chapel Hill, North Carolina 1960-1965," Phvlon (1986), Vol. 47, 
No.l, pp. 29-42.
Clayboume Carson "Civil Rights Reform and the Black Freedom Struggle" in 
Eagles (editor). The Civil Rights Movement in America, p. 54.
^  Charles M. Payne "Debating the Civil Rights Movement: The View from the 
Trenches," in Steven F. Lawson and Charles Payne (editors). Debating the Civil 
Rights Movement 195-1968 (New York & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield,
1998)pp.99-189.
David L. Chappell, Inside Agitators, White Southerners in the Civil Rights
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Certainly, there were courageous white southerners who not only responded to 
the civil rights movement, but also became activists in it/^ It was economic loss 
as a result of non-violent direct action that convinced white business leaders in 
the South and elsewhere to give in to the demands of the movement, even when 
their conscience did not compel them to do so. For example, because they needed 
black dollars as much as they needed white ones, the businessmen in Montgomery 
needed a settlement, even at the risk of injuring their reputations as 
segregationists.^^ Although southern white dissent never influenced a significant 
portion of white opinion, it nonetheless conveyed by its very persistence in the 
face of failure, a message to the African-American community. That the white 
community contained figures who were repelled by the system of segregation 
demonstrated the degree to which white allegiance to the system was divided.
As well as highlighting the fundamental connections between black and white 
communities, studies have also drawn attention to the extent to which local 
structures determined local movements. It is almost impossible to understand 
the development of the civil rights movement without taking into account the 
part played by local law enforcement agencies. As James Ely and Steven 
Barkan have argued, “legal repression proved a most efficient method of stifling
Movement (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), p. 
7; see also John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav: The Generation Before 
the Civil Rights Movement (New York: Alfred A. Knopff, 1994).
^  Bob Zellner of the Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC) 
comes to mind as a white southerner who became one of the dedicated foot 
soldiers of the black freedom struggle. Anne and Carl Braden of the Southern 
Conference Educational Fund represented still another expression of white 
militancy on behalf of the civil ri^ ts  movement. Another notable white activist 
was Andrew Goodman, who was beaten and shot to death in Neshoba County, 
Mississippi, after conducting some voter registration work. Memoirs, 
autobiographies and first hand accounts by white southerners who participated in 
or supported the movement include the following: Virginia Durr, Outside the 
Magic Circle: The Autobiographv of Virginia Foster Durr (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1987); Charles Morgan, A Time to Speak (New York: Harper, 1966); 
Melton McLaurin, Separate Pasts: Growing Up White in the Segregated South 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987); Pat Watters, Down to Now: 
Reflections on the Southern Civil Rights Movement (New York: Pantheon, 1971); 
and Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Storv of the 1960s Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: William Morrow, 1987).
David L. Chappell, Inside Agitators, p. 7.
Barkan have argued, “legal repression proved a most efficient method of stifling 
non-violent protest.” For example, it explains why the civil rights movement 
in Albany, New York in 1962 did not succeed to the extent to which it did in 
Birmingham a year later. What distinguished Birmingham from Albany was the 
nature of response that civil rights activists faced from law enforcement officers. 
In Albany, police officers, after months of preparation on how best to handle 
demonstrators, arrested activists without resorting to violence. In contrast, the 
violent handling of protesters in Birmingham demanded federal intervention and 
widespread media coverage. In short, the “movement’s major successes derived 
not from its own ability to compel white violence and hence federal 
intervention, but from the crude and unlearned response of certain southern 
officials to such protest.”
The approach of examining the civil rights movement through local community 
studies alone, however, should be treated with some caution. As Carl H. Brauer 
has written of William Chafe's study of Greensboro, "his analysis falters from 
the parochialism endemic in community studies. One cannot overemphasise 
the importance and value of the local community study and of examining the 
variations within communities across the South. However, at the same time, we 
need, as August Meier has written, "to keep enriching our knowledge of what 
went on in the North and in Washington to understand the interpenetrating of 
national and local developments and a c t i o n s . I t  is clear that differences in the
James W. Elly Jr., "Negro Demonstrations and the Law; Danville as a Test 
Case" in David Garrow (editor), Martin Luther King Jr. and The Civil Rights 
Movement Vol. 4 (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing, 1989).
^^Steven Barkan, "Legal Control of the Southern Civil Rights Movement," 
American Sociological Review (August 1984), Vol. 49, No. 4, p. 563.
^  Carl M. Brauer "Order and Struggle in Recent Race Relations" Reviews in 
American Historv (December, 1980) pp.553-560. See also Neil R. McMillen 
"Book Review: Civilities and Civil Rights, Greensboro, North Carolina, and the 
Black Struggle for Freedom."American Historical Review (April, 1982) Vol. 
87, pp. 565-566; and David Colburn "Book Review: Civilities and Civil Rights, 
Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black Struggle for Freedom" Florida 
Historical Ouarterlv Vol. 59, (April 1981), pp. 508-511.
August Meier Epilogue: Toward a Synthesis of Civil Rights History" in 
Amstead L. Robinson and Patricia Sullivan (editors) New Directions in Civil 
Rights Studies (Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1991) 
p.219.
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campaigns. At the same time, the policies of Washington should also enter into 
the equation. As Charles V. Houston has observed, changes in the civil rights of 
blacks resulted not just from protests and demonstrations carried out by 
individuals and organisations at the local level, but also from laws implemented 
by Congress and from the actions of federal judges.
No one would dispute assertions made by Claybome Carson that Dr King and 
influential civil rights leaders built upon, rather than initiated, mass protest 
activities, and that local movements often had independent agendas from those 
of national organisations. Yet, there is still a lot more to learn about the extent to 
which this was tme in diverse communities throughout the South and the degree 
to which local branches and affiliates of national organisations such as the 
NAACP provided the impetus.^^ Scholars should not neglect investigating their 
responses for they will tell us much about the relationship between national and 
local movements. As Steven F. Lawson has written, although the aims of 
national and local groups sometimes differed, in many instances they coincided. 
Often local groups called for outside assistance; at the same time, national 
organisations sought test cases or local show places. In short, the re-direction of 
scholarly studies to the local level, which Claybome Carson and others have 
called for, should not obscure the need to move from the particular to the 
general, from case study to a general synthesis.
While community studies place mass movements in local black communities 
where they belong, they fall short of acknowledging the mutual relationship 
between national and local movements. It is important for local community 
studies to analyse the forces both promoting and retarding change. This analysis 
should include intemal factors such as the availability of resources, inadequacy 
of organising skills, individual and group rivalries, and the residue of traditional
Charles V. Hamilton "Federal Law and the Courts in the Civil Rights 
Movement" in Charles W. Eagles (editor) The Civil Rights Movement in 
America (Jackson and London; University of Mississippi Press, 1986) p.97.
Steven F. Lawson, "Commentary," p. 33 and Steven F. Lawson, "Debating 
the Civil Rights Movement: The View from the Nation," in Steven F. Lawson 
and Charles M. Payne, Debating the Civil Rights Movement 1945-1968 (New 
York & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998) p.3.
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racial patterns. Other factors were external. It is here that the need to pay closer 
attention to the structural limitations on black empowerment by the established 
electoral, constitutional and economic systems becomes apparent. Strategies and 
tactics of mass protest movements were shaped by such institutions as the 
federal system, the two-party system and the corporate capitalist economy that 
relegated a large segment of the African-American population to a permanent 
underclass.
By using a more interactive approach, scholars might see how the local 
movement transformed local black institutions and guided national goals, as 
well as how the actions of the national government and national civil rights 
groups shaped local struggles for civil rights.^  ^Thus, in recent years, researchers 
recognising the need to connect the local with the national have begun pursuing 
a more interactive model that acknowledges the importance of national 
developments. ^  Examples of such investigations will be examined next.
The importance of the national context
American foreign policy, to some exten^ influenced and encouraged African- 
American protest for civil rights at home. African Americans took advantage of 
the war to tie their racial demands to the ideology for which the war was being 
fought. The war crisis provided African Americans with a unique opportunity to 
point out for all to see, the difference between American creed and practice. The 
ideological character of the war and the government's need for the loyalty and 
manpower of all Americans stimulated African Americans to expect a better 
deal from the federal government. This led to militancy the like of which was 
never before seen in black communities. In 1941, A. Phillip Randolph's threat of 
a march on Washington, combined with the foreign threat to American security, 
forced President Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 88902 establishing the first 
President's Committee on Fair Employment Practices. Minimal gains to be sure.
Steven F. Lawson, "Commentary," p. 36 and Steven F. Lawson "Debating the 
Civil Rights Movement: The View from the Nation," p.4, and pp. 40-44.
Steven F. Lawson, "Commentary," p. 34 and Steven F. Lawson "Debating the 
Civil Rights Movement: the View from the Nation," p.42.
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but the expectations they aroused set the stage for the greater advances in the 
post-war period. William Chafe and Harvard Sitkoff have written, that by 
dramatising the irony of battling against Nazi racism at the same time as Jim 
Crow persisted. World War Two heightened occupational gains, augmented 
political leverage and encouraged black assertiveness.^^
While local activists furnished the networks to build solidarity within the 
movement, the federal government provided the legal infrastructure for the 
attainment of civil r ights .However much black community organisers 
attacked the conditions of disenfranchisement and racial discrimination, they 
had to do so within the national institutional framework that restricted the 
magnitude of change. They were compelled to develop strategies and tactics 
acknowledging the underlying teality that empowerment must occur in a society 
in which African Americans remained a minority. Political power was more 
easily achieved on the municipal and county levels where blacks constituted a 
majority of the electorate, but even successes did not automatically yield the 
tangible economic benefits that could arise from federal action.^^ For example, 
the Truman administration emerged as the ally of the cause of civil rights, 
responding to the growth of the black vote and the firmly organised campaign 
for the advancement of African Americans, but most important, the need to 
counter the influence of the Soviet Union among non-white people of the 
World. Afraid that American racial practices played into the Soviet argument 
about the nature of capitalism, imperialism and racism. President Truman
^  Steven F. Lawson, "Freedom Then, Freedom Now," p. 457.
William H. Chafe and Harvard Sitkoff, A Historv of Our Time: Readings on 
Post-war America (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
p.l61.
 ^ Steven F. Lawson "Debating the Civil Rights Movement: the View from the 
Nation," p.3 and pp.42-44. See also Dyer Stanford Phillips, "Lyndon B. Johnson 
and the Politics of Civil Rights" (PhD Dissertation, Texas A and M University, 
1978); James C. Harvey, Black Civil Rights during the Johnson Administration 
(Jackson: College Press of Mississippi, 1973); Mark Stem, Calculating Visions, 
Kennedv, Johnson and Civil Rights (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1992).
Steven F. Lawson, "Commentary," p. 32 and "Debating the Civil Rights 
Movement: the View from the Nation," p A .
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appeared more sympathetic to African-American concerns and grievances/®^ In 
late 1946, the President appointed a Committee on Civil Rights to recommend 
specific measures to safeguard the civil rights of minorities. However small the 
meaningful accomplishment remained, the federal government was increasingly 
becoming identified with the cause of racial equality.
In addition, Robert Weisbrot and others draw attention to the important and critical 
role played by the media. During the 1950s and 1960s advances in mass media, 
especially television, changed black invisibility dramatically. The media forced the 
whole nation to face up to the reality of the way black Americans were oppressed 
by the white majority and encouraged many to support the cause for civil rights. 
For instance, as noted by Robert Weisbrod, television coverage of the clubbing 
and hosing in Birmingham stirred indignation among Americans who had long 
been complacent about racist mistreatment of Negroes. "For the first time the 
media brought a graphic knowledge of racist violence into every American home." 
The spectacle of children being attacked by police dogs, and of fire hoses being 
turned on crowds of people who in the eyes of most people were doing nothing 
wrong, caused national revulsion.
While independently led local movements comprised the backbone of the 
African-American struggle, it is important not to overlook the links they had 
with national civil rights organisations. Charles Payne has suggested that 
Claybome Carson may actually overstate his case for the importance of 
community studies when he maintains that national organisations and leaders
August Meier and John H. Bracey, Jr., “The NAACP as a Reform Movement 
1909-1965: ‘To reach the conscience of America’," Journal of Southern History 
(February 1993), Vol. 59, No.l, p. 22. See also Richard Fried “Nightmare in 
Red” in William H. Chafe and Harvard Sitkoff, A Historv of Our Time, p. 90.
Robert Weisbrot, Freedom Bound, p.72. See also the following studies: Clark 
Benjamin Franklin, "The Editorial Reaction of Selected Black Newspapers" (PhD 
Dissertation, Howard University, 1979); Ross Bonmr Lou, "Interpretations of the 
Black Civil Rights Movement in the Black and White Press" (PhD Dissertation, 
University of California at Irvine, 1985); Sharon Bramlett, "Southern Vs Northern 
Newspaper Coverage of the Dime Store Demonstration Movement: A Study of 
News Play and News Diversity," Mass Comm Review (1988), Vol. 15, and 
Enrique Rigsby, "An Analysis of Protest Strategies and Perceptions of Media 
Responses, Birmingham 1963" (PhD Dissertation, State University of New York
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“played only minor roles” in bringing about local struggles for civil rights. If 
“bringing about” is strictly interpreted, it is difficult to deny what Carson 
argues, but such an argument does not do justice to the complex ways in which 
local and national movements fed off one another. For instance, many of the 
people who made Montgomery work had sharpened their activist skills as 
members of national organisations like the NAACP or the Brotherhood of 
Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). E. D. Nixon, a Pullman porter in his mid-fifties at 
the time of the boycott, was probably the most influential man in town, at least 
in the eyes of the black community. He had supplied Montgomery with almost 
three decades of outspoken leadership, dating back to his organisation of the 
state branch of the BSCP in 1928. Rosa Parks also had deep roots in the protest 
tradition: she had joined the local branch of the NAACP in 1943, where she had 
been involved in voter registration campaigns, co-ordinated the local youth 
activities and served as a secretary to the state organisation of the NAACP.
In other words, an examination of the civil rights movement should take into 
account the ways in which efforts in the national arena intersected with those at 
the grass roots level and vice versa. However many pieces of well needed 
legislation by Congress were enacted during the 1950s and 1960s, little impact 
would have been made without the efforts of local civil rights groups in 
organising their communities for black freedom. Further still, when it came to 
tactics such as sit-ins, bus boycotts and to a lesser extent freedom rides, the
at Stony Brook, 1983).
Charles Payne, I've Got the Light of Freedom, The Organizing Tradition and 
the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley and London: University of California 
Press, 1995), p. 425. Original citation in Claybome Carson, "Civil Rights 
Reform," pp. 24-5.
Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities 
Organizing for Change (New York: Free Press, 1984), pp. 51-4. In addition to 
Morris, see Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 
1954-1963 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1988), pp. 120-38; David J. 
Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King Jr and the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (London: Vintage, 1993), pp. 13-21; Howell Raines, Mv 
Soul is Rested (New York: Penguin Books, 1983), pp. 37-49; Rosa Parks with 
Jim Haskins, Rosa Parks: Mv Storv (New York: Dial Books, 1992), pp.56-9; 
and Lewis Baldwin and Aprille Woodson, Freedom is Never Free: A 
Biographical Portrait of E. D. Nixon Sr. (Atlanta: United Parcel Service 
Foundation, 1992), Chapter 2.
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initiative generally started from below and worked its way upward. But at the 
same time, such aspects as the federal government, American foreign policy, 
and national civil rights organisations shaped strategies and tactics of mass 
protest movements. The federal government provided the legal infrastructure for 
the attainment of civil rights, while aims of United States foreign policy 
provided the civil rights movement with national moral impetus. National civil 
rights organisations like the NAACP served as agencies that linked civil rights 
activity in the 1950s with the black protest tradition in earlier years. Yet there 
was a third influence that also should be taken into account when examining the 
civil rights struggle; that concerning dynamics within the African-American 
community.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Most recently, historians have begun to examine the dynamics inside the black 
community itself. The civil rights movement is most commonly used to describe 
the wave of black protest that swept the South, when blacks mobilised, even in 
the most oppressive areas of the Deep South^to challenge white supremacy head 
on. They developed an insurgency so insistent, so broadly based and morally 
appealing, that they overcame every obstacle that white racists threw at them -  
legal repression, economic coercion and police brutality. Implicit in much of 
this is the assumption that the causes and course of the movement were simply a 
function of protest. However, such a portrayal of the movement denies or 
minimises diversity and conflict within the African-American community. It 
should be noted that the history of African Americans during the post World 
War Two periods is more than the story of segregation and racism, however 
profound they may have been in their effects. Furthermore, by overlooking or 
playing down class and gender differences and being unable to see a world that 
left few written records, mainstream middle-class male leaders have
Adam Fairclough, "The Civil Rights Movement in Louisiana, 1939-54" in 
Tony Badger and Brian Ward (editors). The Making of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
the Civil Rights Movement (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1996),
p. 16.
Kenneth Kusmer, "African Americans in the City Since World War Two" 
p.463.
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traditionally been regarded by many scholars as representative spokesmen of the 
African-American community/®® Recent scholars of African-American history 
have begun to scrutinise more closely the ways in which the experiences of 
class, religion, gender and generation have shaped and influenced black protest.
Class
Black business and professional people have received the lion’s share of 
attention in early studies of African-American history, and until recently far 
more was known about them than about other segments of the black 
community. ^ ®^ As discussed earlier, the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century saw the intensification of racism in the North and South. While southern 
blacks faced legal segregation of public facilities, housing and 
disenfranchisement, northern blacks faced increasing restrictions on their access 
to a variety of public amenities, housing and financial institutions. As racism 
increasingly gained sway over the North and South, catering to the needs of the 
black community, a black middle class gradually emerged. By 1900, black 
businesses, catering firms, barbershops, cleaning and repair services and others 
serving an all-black clientele proliferated. The rapid expansion of the National 
Negro Business League, formed by Booker T. Washington in 1900, reinforced 
this trend towards black businesses as an alternative to racial discrimination and 
restrictions.
Racial solidarity among black workers, black poor and the black middle class 
laid the growth of black institutions. Yet the bond that developed between 
blacks was often precarious. The rise of the new black middle class precipitated
®^® Nell Irvin Painter, Exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas after Reconstruction 
(New York: Knopf, 1976), pp. 15-16 cited in Robin D. Kelley, Race Rebels: 
Culture, Politics and the Black Working Class (New York: Free Press, 1994), p. 6.
®^^ E. Franklin Frazier Black Bourgeoisie (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1957), 
pp.43-44; and Earl Ofari, The Myth of Black Capitalism (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1970), pp. 11-48 are two such examples. For a more recent 
discussion see Bart Landry, The New Black Middle Class (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1987,) pp.50-66.
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interracial ideological conflicts within the black community. Members of the 
black working class and black poor responded to exploitation and racial 
discrimination in a variety of ways. While they joined the black middle class, 
their responses also recognised the limitations of cross-class alliances. Not 
merely passive recipients of aid from the black middle class and its white allies, 
the black poor and the black working class took a hand in devising ways of 
surviving poverty and racial discrimination. Indeedy investigation of the black 
working poor has revealed ways in which this group bypassed traditional black 
middle class organisations and instead found their interests were best served by 
the Communist party and the organised labour movement.
The notion that blacks had little interest in the Communist Party during the 
Depression has been laid to rest by recent scholarship. Historians have revealed 
that blacks were drawn into the orbit of American Communism because of 
individual campaigns, the party's resolute position on racial equality, and the lack 
of efficacy of middle-class reformist organisations.^®  ^As Robin Kelley's Hammer 
'n' Hoe demonstrates, the Birmingham NAACP chapter ignored the needs of black
®^^ In the words of Bobby M. Wilson "the black middle class disassociated itself 
from the black masses, developing a false of sense of class consciousness," and 
"was not the solution to the problems of the black community." Bobby M. 
Wilson, Race and Place in Birmingham: The Civil Rights and Neighbourhood 
Movements. (New York & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), p.57. See 
also Cornel West, Prophetic Thought in Postmodern Times (Monroe, North 
Carolina: Common Courage Press, 1993) p. 153.
®^® There exists an enormous amount of material on African Americans and the 
Communist Party, including the following: Christopher Edward Linson, "Not 
By Words, But by Deeds: Communists and African Americans During the 
Depression Era" (Masters Thesis: Florida Atlantic University, 1993). Linson 
suggests that historians have misread the impact of communism on working 
class blacks during the Depression by focusing on membership as a measure of 
success and shows how the CPUSA sought wide influence, not wide 
membership. Earl Ofari Hutchinson, in Blacks and Reds: Race and Class in 
Conflict 1919-1990 (East Lansing: Michigan State University, 1995) examines 
in detail the American Communists Party's efforts to win the allegiance of black 
Americans and the various responses to this from the black community, 
beginning with the events in the 1920s through to the Civil Rights activism in 
the 1960s. Two excellent oral memoirs exist in the form of Nell Irvin Painter, 
The Narrative of Hosea Hudson. His Life and Times as a Negro Communist in 
the South (Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 1979) and Harry 
Haywood. Autobiographv of an Afro-American Communist (Chicago, Illinois: 
Liberator Press, 1978).
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working people, choosing instead to focus on the city's black business interests. 
Employed black workers risked much by associating with communists, but the 
deterioration of conditions in the early 1930s impelled these workers to move 
toward the radicals. The Communist Party was an alternative vehicle for 
education, introducing its black supporters to world and national politics while 
placing local struggles within an international context. Black workers " regarded 
the Communist Party and its branches as a venue for improving their day-to-day 
conditions in the short run, and possibly an essential element for achieving some 
form of'deliverance' in the long run."^ ^® Therefore, when Student Non-violent Co­
ordinating Committee (SNCC) workers ventured into Lowndes County, Alabama 
in 1965 to register voters, they echoed a militant tradition established by 
communist organisers thirty years earlier. ^  ^  ^
Moreover, recent studies of Memphis, Winston-Salem and other southern cities 
reveal that black workers who joined Congress of Industrial Organisation (CIO) 
unions were in the vanguard of efforts to transform race relations. As might be 
expected, much of this activity was workplace-orientated, as workers used the 
seniority and grievance provisions of union contracts to combat long standing 
discriminatory practices. Militancy also extended beyond the factory gate: 
bypassing established groups such as the NAACP and Urban League, black 
unionists led a host of local initiatives, including voter registration and 
desegregation campaigns. In his study Labour and Civil Rights, for example, 
Michael Honey focuses on black activism and white support for biracial unionism 
as the keys to CIO success in Memphis. Black workers supported CIO unions both 
to improve their economic conditions and to counter the demeaning treatment they
^^® Robin Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great 
Depression (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990). See also 
Robin Kelley, "Comrades, Praise Gawd for Lenin and Them: Ideology and Culture 
among Black Communists in Alabama, 1930-1935," Science and Society (Spring
1988), Vol. 52, No. 1; Robin Kelley, "A New War on Dixie: Communists and the 
Unemployed in Birmingham, Alabama, 1930-1935," Labor Historv (Summer
1989), Vol. 30, No. 3, pp. 367-84.
Steven F. Lawson, "Freedom Then, Freedom Now," p. 463.
Rick Halpem, "Organized Labor, Black Workers, and the Twentieth Century 
South: The Emerging Revision" in Melvyn Stokes and Rick Halpem, (editors). 
Race and Class in the American South Since 1890 (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 
1994), p. 45.
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received by whites under the segregation system; they ultimately provided the 
strongest base of CIO support. Their activism and militancy, sparked by the 
development of the CIO and a Communist led trade union, foreshadowed the Civil 
Rights movements of a later era. ^
Yet the relationship between the Communist Party and African-American 
population is a lot more complicated than Robin Kelley would have us believe. 
The campaign on behalf of black voting rights, for example, suggested that the 
emergent movement combined communists with sections of the labour movement 
and the black middle class in ways that made it quite different from the civil rights 
movement in the 1950s and 1960s. As Kelley, himself admits, there existed an 
ambiguous relationship between the Communist Party and the black middle class. 
The communists often antagonised the black elite and such organisations as the 
NAACP frequently excoriated the party. No doubt, the antagonism was shaped by 
the communist critique of the black middle class's compromising nature toward 
black working class people, but this was linked to the fact that this critique 
reinforced an underlying resentment and class antagonism that had been mitigated 
by centuries of racism. At the same time, there were aspects of convergence 
between the party and the black middle class. Black professionals sometimes 
secretly financed the movement and co-operated in other ways with the 
Communists. As Herbert Shapiro has written: "No class within African American 
life was likely to take a posture of absolute opposition to an interracial political 
force presenting itself as a champion of black liberation.
Michael Honey, Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights: Organizing Memphis 
Workers (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993); Robert Rogers 
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Moreover, the treatment of the Communist Party's relationship to the CIO by 
Kelley also needs to be viewed with some reserve. As Bruce Nelson has observed, 
given the Communist Party's extraordinary commitment to building the CIO in 
communities across the nation and the vital importance of coal, iron and steel, this, 
to some extent undermines his argument.”  ^The rise of the CIO, as Kelley admits 
himself, tended to absorb the energies of black communists in ways that served not 
only to render the face of the party less visible, but in some cases to weaken their 
own commitment to the party. The CIO became a more compelling and rewarding 
arena, one in which an association with communism could become a dangerous 
liability. In addition, although Kelley argues that the strategic emphasis of the 
Alabama party leadership on developing ties with white liberals meant that it 
invested fewer human resources in the industrial union movement than was true 
elsewhere. Even so, he finds that the "CIO in Birmingham evolved into a unique 
force for social change, an evolution that can be traced, in part, to the vocal 
presence of the communist labor organisers. Therefore, a fuller treatment of the
relationship between communists and the CIO is needed before one can fully 
understand the relationship between communists and the Afiican-American 
community.
Labour historians have done well to demonstrate the connection between civil 
rights and labour organisations, showing how one strongly affected the other, for 
without progress in unionisation blacks could not move forward in their struggle 
for civil rights. A close and obvious connection existed, therefore, between the two 
movements. However, it is also important to take into account, that although some 
progress was made during World War Two, it was limited. A critical factor was 
the division between black and white workers, the latter preferred to remain with 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL), but black workers wanted to affiliate
LXXV, No. 4 pp. 866-867. ^ —
Bruce Nelson "Book Review, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists 
During the Great Depression," Labor Historv (summer 1992) Vol. 33, No. 3, p. 
390.
Robin D. G. Kelley Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists during the 
Great Depression (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990) p. 176.
James Moore "Book Review, Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights: 
Organising Memphis Workers," Mississippi Ouarterlv (winter 1995) Vol. 
XLIX, No.l, p. 183.
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with the CIO. For example, in several labour elections in Memphis, such as one at 
the Firestone plant, the division along racial as well as union lines inhibited 
organisation.
The Black Church
That the black church functioned as the institutional centre of the modem civil 
rights movement has been widely acknowledged. Led by Aldon Morris, several 
historians have argued that it was the Black Church which “developed the 
infrastmcture of the civil rights movement.”  ^ According to Morris, the church 
was the centrepiece of the movement. It provided independent leadership for the 
black community: it sustained the developing movement, it provided 
organisation and financial resources; and it supplied a communication network, 
that helped to spread knowledge of the movement and its strategy of non-violent 
direct action. The church, moreover, became the instrument through which other 
organisations were mobilised. When the NAACP came under sustained attack in 
the South during the late fifl:ies, the church provided the base for an alternative 
movement and an alternative organisation, the SCLC. Further, the church often 
educated the students who initiated the sit-ins and it played a substantial role in 
organising those confrontations. Morris showed that at almost every stage, the 
black church was central to the movement.
Churches not only provided the movement with an organised mass base, but 
also a leadership of clergymen largely economically independent of the larger 
white society and skilled in the art of managing people and resources. They also 
served as an institutionalised economic base through which protest was financed 
and meeting places where local blacks planned tactics and strategies and 
collectively committed themselves to the struggle. In a less direct way, but 
equally important, the black church supplied the civil rights movement with 
enthusiasm generated through a rich culture consisting of songs, testimonies, 
sermons and prayers that spoke directly to the needs of the African-American
Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights Movement p. 77, cited in Charles 
Payne, I've Got The Light Freedom, p. 415.
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community. The central importance of the black church was well recognised by 
whites who opposed racial change. It is estimated that several hundred churches 
in the South were bombed, burned or attacked during the civil rights years, with 
ninety three of these attacks occurring between 1962 and 1965, of which more 
than fifty were in Mississippi alone.
Morris discards portraits of the civil rights movement as having originated from 
a spontaneous combustion of decentralised black discontent in an era of rising 
expectations. Instead, the author emphasises the strong religious ties and 
communication channels that existed between local, regional and national civil 
rights organisations and black church leaders in communities across the South. 
There is however, little, if any, evidence of a broad church-based organisational 
net work on which the movement of the 1960s was built. The impetus came from 
Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC) and Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE) people, not from the ministers. In the case of the Baptists, 
control of the machinery of the National Baptist Convention was in the hands of 
those who were critical of Dr King's leadership. It would rather be more 
plausible to suggest that the rise of Dr King and the SCLC marked the 
emergence of a strong ministerial leadership group in what had earlier been 
mainly a secular movement.
Further, while recognising the significance of the black church, one also needs 
to take into consideration, the minority of southern black clergy who did not 
become active in the civil rights movement and refused to allow their churches 
to be used for civil rights meetings. As August Meier has written, although 
church leaders such as Dr King, C. K. Steel and Fred Shuttleworth had been
C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the Afiican 
American Experience (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), p. 212. See also: 
Obie Clayton Jr., "The Churches and Social Change: Accommodation, Moderation 
or Protest," Daedulus (Winter 1995), Vol. 124, No. 1, pp. 101-18; and Wilson J. 
Tallin, "A Shelter in the Storm: The African American Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama 1815-1963" (PhD Dissertation, University of Alabama, 1995).
August Meier "Epilogue Toward a Synthesis of Civil Rights History" in 
Amstead L. Robinson and Patricia Sullivan (editors) New Directions in Civil 
Rights Studies (Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 1991) 
p.215.
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individually active in their communities and states, their activities were not 
typical. In working in southern towns and parishes during the early 1960s, 
SNCC and CORE activists undertaking work in a new locale generally found 
the ministers (second to school teachers) to be the most timid and conservative 
group. That reluctance of part of the religious community to participate had 
serious implications, as demonstrated during the civil rights struggle in St. 
Augustine, Florida in 1963-6, where lack of church involvement influenced the 
extent to which older blacks were prepared to become active in the movement. 
The lack of participation by senior black citizens and some criticism of the 
movement jeopardised the efforts of local radical leaders such as Dr Robert 
Hayling, the local NAACP leader in St. Augustine. More importantly, it provided 
whites with an opportunity to argue that most blacks were satisfied with race 
relations and that only young black militants favoured change, an issue that will 
be examined next.^^^
Generation Politics
The experience of those growing up in the 1940s and 1950s disposed blacks to 
interpret and to respond to subsequent events in ways that were different from 
their predecessors. As Jack Bloom has written, black youth in the early sixties 
had a formative experience quite different from that of their predecessors. For 
these young people, the traditional constraints on blacks had lost their legality 
and legitimacy. They grew up with the sense that they were as good as whites 
and, therefore, were entitled to equality. The boldness of youth proved 
unsettling to an older generation of African Americans. Where they had 
perceived political considerations, the youth saw injustice and decided it must 
go. This new wave of the black movement burst upon the scene with a display 
of militancy and energy that captured the imagination of many young people. 
On February 1, 1960 black college students sat down at a Wool worth lunch 
counter in Greensboro, North Carolina and ordered food. When they were asked
Claybome Carson, Constitutional Commentarv (Summer 1986), Vol. 3, p. 42. 
Lewis M. Killian, "Organization, Rationality and Spontaneity in the Civil 
Rights Movement," American Sociological Review (December 1984), Vol. 49, 
No. 6, p. 773. See also Colburn, Racial Change and Communitv Crisis, p. 214.
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to leave, they refused, and though they were denied service, they returned the 
next day and for several days thereafter with more participants. Within four 
days they numbered three hundred, and soon such protests spread across the 
South. Soon sit-ins, freedom rides, and direct action became well known 
characteristics of the movement.
At the same time, politics of generation revealed "remarkable continuity within the 
black protest movement between 1945 and 1960."^ '^^  The veterans who came back 
from World War Two to demand their citizenship rights helped to provide the 
inspiration for those who carried forward the struggle during the 1950s. That 
included those who refused to ride buses in Montgomery and who helped to make 
the sit-in movement possible in 1960. The thread that linked protest before and 
after 1954 was the willingness of blacks to seek change and to struggle for 
freedom. For example, attention is drawn to the fact that it was E. D. Nixon who 
started the NAACP in Montgomery during the 1940s, and it was the same E. D. 
Nixon who organised the Bus Boycott of the 1950s. Similarly Medgar Evers had 
first challenged white racism in Mississippi when he went to cast his vote as a 
returning veteran in 1946 and it was also Medgar Evers who led the struggle for 
voting rights and racial justice in Mississippi until his assassination in 1963. Such 
continuity seemed to be inherent in the protest struggle.
In fact, as John Dittmer suggests, in many ways the new burst of activism in the 
1960s was consistent with the initial stirring of the 1950s. The basic thrust of the 
movement remained that of voter registration, operating from an indigenous base 
on earlier struggles of local activists. The movement of the sixties exhibited a 
degree of continuity with that of the 1950s. This is illustrated, for example, by the 
continuation of protest in black Greensboro. Here it was most highlighted by the 
"generational continuity" which gave historical meaning to the events of the 1960s.
Jack M. Bloom, Class. Race and the Civil Rights Movement, p. 157. See also 
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(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University, 1981) and Howard Zinn, SNCC. The New 
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Whether it was an NAACP chapter or the parents who risked economic reprisals 
by sending their children to desegregated schools is debatable. Nevertheless, by 
demanding equal access to public facilities, Greensboro's black community had 
long participated in the effort to achieve dignity for its people. Thus, within this 
context, the sit-in demonstrations represented a dramatic extension rather than a 
departure from traditional patterns of black activism in Greensboro.
Dynamics of Gender
Finally, as local community studies have uncovered the involvement of 
hundreds of local blacks at the heart of the movement, they have drawn 
attention to the efforts of black women alongside those of men. The gender 
experience of recruitment and participation has been the focus of several 
studies, and scholars have begun to clarify the way in which gender was "played 
out" in movements and alternatively shaped by them. Early works on the civil 
rights movement focused mainly on the roles of visible leaders, the men, and 
paid scant attention to the role of women. However, more recent scholarship 
such as the studies by Giddings and Crawford, Rouse, and Woods has brought 
to the forefront the work done by black women in the movement. Charles 
Payne, in his study of the Greenwood movement in the delta region of 
Mississippi, found an "over participation" of black women, meaning that the 
women were more politically active than the men were. Payne examined the 
possible causes for this and in doing so pointed out the necessary organising 
skills black women provided to the movement.
(editor) The Civil Rights Movement in America, p. 72.
William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, p. 137.
A valuable collection of essays edited by Vicki L. Crawford, Jacqueline Rouse 
and Barbara Woods, considers the roles (and problems of) black women - as 
organisers, activists and churchgoers "in leading and sustaining movement in local 
communities throughout the South." Anne Standley, "Role of Black Women in the 
Civil Rights Movement" in Vicki L. Crawford, Jacqueline Rouse and Barbara 
Woods, (editors). Women in the Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers and 
Torchbearers. 1941-1965 (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing 1990), p. 198. 
See also Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women 
on Race and Sex in America (New York: Bantam Hooks, Bell, 1981).
Charles Payne, Fve Got the Light of Freedom.
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McNair Barnett has taken the examination of black women's roles a step further 
in her analysis of their "invisible" leadership in the movement. She argues that 
black women filled "valuable leadership roles" in "their homes, churches, social 
clubs, organisations, and communities." But the triple constraints of race, class 
and gender did not permit adequate recognition of their efforts. Robnett 
describes African-American women in the civil rights movement as "bridge 
leaders." She suggests that black women were constrained by gender and, 
consequently, the primary avenue of leadership open to them was on a 
grassroots level and served as a critical bridge between the formal organisation 
and its adherents and the potential constituents. Both McNair Barnett and 
Robnett have made significant contributions to understanding the role of 
African-American women in the civil rights movement, particularly in their 
attention to grassroots level work and the range of participation for which it 
calls. They serve the important function of drawing attention not only to the 
large role black women played, but also to the different organisational and 
leadership skills they brought to the movement.
However, these studies have largely avoided explaining the way in which 
gender as a theoretical construct informs future civil rights scholarship. For 
instancy as Patricia Sullivan and Peter have written in their reviews of Women 
in the Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers and Torchbearers. the collection of 
essays, tends to evade raising some of the tougher questions. "How does this 
literature challenge or complement recent studies of the civil rights movement?" 
and "what new questions does it raise?" are two important questions that are left 
unexplored. According to Peter Levy "too many of the articles primarily 
chronicle their subject's stories without hooking them into broader historical 
themes." It is obvious that we must take into account the thousands of women 
activists who struggled for civil rights alongside the much written about part 
played by black men. But, it is not enough to simply acknowledge^ it is also
McNair Barnett "Invisible Southern Black Women leaders in the Movement: 
The Triple Constraints of Gender, Race, and Class,’ Gender and Societv (1993), 
Vol. 7, No. 2, pp. 162-82.
Belinda Robnett "African American Women in the Civil Rights Movement, 
1954-1965: Gender, Leadership and Micromobilization," American Journal of 
Sociology (May 1996), Vol. 101, No. 6, pp. 1661-93.
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important to explain what impact gender had on the shape of the civil rights 
movement across local communities.
There is nothing to suggest, for example, how dynamics of gender contribute to 
the larger historical question of continuity and discontinuity in the civil rights 
movement.
Certainly in the NAACP, there were examples of women leaders who emerged 
before 1960 who had sustained influenced afterwards. Ella Baker, who was 
NAACP director of branches before she joined the staff of the SCLC and 
undertook her work with the SNCC. Similarly, Amelia Boynton is known for 
her leadership in the Selma campaigns of the 1960s; scarcely known, however, 
is her voter registration activity there going back to the 1930s. Looking at the 
other end of the period, work conducted by Sara Evans has demonstrated the 
degree to which there was an interlocking link between female participants in 
the earlier southern civil rights movement, the New Left movement of the 1970s 
and the more recent women's movement. My work aims to extend this 
theoretical research by asking how and why women's recruitment and 
contributions varied by geographical region.
Thus, only by emphasising the element of struggle between national institutions 
and local activists; moderates and radicals; blacks and whites; women and men; 
and predecessors and contemporaries can one fashion a complete synthesis of 
the civil rights movement.
Why concentrate on the period from 1941 to 1965?
Traditionally, the literature on the civil rights movement has suggested that it 
began in Montgomery in 1955 when blacks first committed themselves to direct 
action. Then, after a few years of wavering support, a sustained effort to attack 
segregation appeared in 1960 and continued, uninterrupted through to 1965. 
However, investigation into the civil rights movement at local community level.
Sara Evans Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil
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has uncovered black protest, which generally emerged before the mid-1950s and 
lasted beyond the mid-1960s. Consequently, the popular Montgomery to Memphis 
time setting which brackets the movement with the leadership of Dr King 1955- 
1965, is no longer acceptable. Instead, in their search for origins, historians have 
traced the beginning of the civil rights struggle beyond the Montgomery bus 
boycott, beyond the Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board of Education and 
even beyond World War Two. Looking at the other end of the period, these local 
studies have challenged the notion that the civil rights movement faded away in 
the late 1960s, to be replaced by a Black Power movement. Instead, the evidence 
suggests that the earlier movement which sought to attain political rights simply 
evolved into a movement to exercise those rights.
These local studies are correct to draw attention to the continuous thread of 
activism from World War Two into the late 1960s, but by down-playing certain 
turning points in the civil rights movement, they leave a picture that is far from 
complete. It is important, for example, to draw a distinction between the stmggle 
for civil rights conducted in the 1940s and the stmggle for civil rights that captured 
the attention of the nation some years later in the 1960s. With the notable 
exception of the Brown decision of May 17, 1954, which ordered the 
desegregation of public schools, most of the Supreme Court decisions which aided 
civil rights proponents had been made in the 1940s. Yet the kind of sit-ins, 
freedom rides and mass marches that identify the civil rights movement did not 
occur for almost another ten years. Local studies have largely ignored changing 
circumstances during the interim decade between the end of World War Two in 
1945 and the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955. Whatever the magnitude of black 
gains during the 1940s, it is clear that the onset of the Cold War ended one phase 
of the stmggle and marked the beginning of another. As Manning Marable has 
written: “Mass protest was virtually non-existent in the period 1945-1954 because
Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979) 
^^^Robert J. Norrell, "One Thing We did Right: Reflections on the Movement" in 
Robinson and Sullivan (editors). New Directions in the Civil Rights Studies, p. 66; 
William H. Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights: Colbum, Racial Change and 
Communitv Crisis: Robert J. Norrell, Reaping the Whirlwind.
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of the devastating effect the anti-communist purges and near totalitarian social 
environment had upon the cause of black civil rights.
Similarly, local community studies have a tendency to underestimate the Supreme 
Court decision of Brown v. Board of Education and the modem civil rights 
movement in the early 1960s as two important turning points. The monumental 
decision in Brown v. Board of Education for the first time made it clear that the 
“separate but equal principle” no longer bore legitimacy under the United States 
Constitution. Indeed, scholarship has assured us that Brown inspired black protest 
by legitimising the cause for civil rights. In fact, the impact of Brown extended far 
beyond the question of the future of public schools and held broader implications 
for other forms of state-sponsored segregation. Other scholarship has drawn 
attention to how the most important effect of Brown was psychological, in that it 
motivated blacks who otherwise would have been less willing to protest. 
Likewise, the modem civil rights movement in the early 1960s broke with the past 
in that it involved mass confrontations, which were far more widespread and 
sustained over a length of time in the face of heavy repression. The sit-in 
demonstrations, fi*eedom rides and mass marches involved the use of non-violent 
direct action on a massive scale and involved thousands of activists in a manner 
that would have been inconceivable a decade before.
The stmcture of the dissertation reflects the following approach. Chapter Two 
considers the nature of the stmggle for African-American civil rights leading up to 
the outbreak of World War Two. It examines the nature of relationships that 
existed between local and national movements, the nature of the local context in 
Birmingham and Detroit and finally the shape of the African-American 
communities in Birmingham and Detroit. Chapter Three (1940-1947) discusses the 
impact of World War Two on the two cities. It explores the way in which the
Manning Marable, Race Reform and Rebellion, p. 18.
Jack M. Bloom. Class. Race and the Civil Rights Movement p. 131.
Cleveland Sellers, "The Civil Rights Movement" (Ed.D Dissertation, 
University of North Carolina, 1987).
Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights Movement, p. x.
August Meier, "Negro Protest Movements and Organizations," Journal of 
Negro Education (Fall 1963), Vol. 32, No. 4, p. 449; Aldon Morris, Origins of the
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movements in Birmingham and Detroit emerged along somewhat similar lines in 
spite of differing circumstances. The war was important in Birmingham because of 
its ideological influence: fighting a war for democracy abroad. In Detroit, the 
practical impact of the war on the city was more important - major changes such as 
the migration north, shortage of housing and changes in the work force influenced 
the shape that the movement took in this period. Furthermore, in Detroit the local 
context was more important than the national context and had much to contribute 
to the national movement. In contrast, national developments were of great 
importance in Birmingham. Fair Employment Practice hearings, presidential 
orders and Supreme Court decisions did much to inspire hope for the local 
African-American community. Both the Birmingham and Detroit branches 
experience major shifts in the class make-up of their membership. Local branches 
found themselves in an excellent position to benefit from the growing importance 
of trade unionism and efforts made by the American Left.
Chapter Four (1948-1954) evaluates the influence of McCarthyism. It investigates 
the way in which the movements in Birmingham and Detroit assumed different 
forms, despite the fact that relations between national and local events developed 
along similar tracks. Largely as a result of the difference between local context and 
dynamics vrithin the African-American communities, the movement in 
Birmingham continued to grow and reach new heights of "black militancy", while 
the movement in Detroit experienced stagnation and decline. The reasons for the 
different outcomes lie foremost in the local framework. The close association 
between communism and desegregation in the South left the Birmingham NAACP 
with little room for flexibility, yet provided it with an opportunity to continue its 
alliance with the left and push aggressively for civil rights. In Detroit, with a clear 
distinction between communism and African-American civil rights, the local 
NAACP was able to emerge at the head of the anti-communist coalition in Detroit. 
However, in doing this, it marked an end to its alliance with members of the 
American Left, many of whom were black working-class unionists. Relationships 
between national and local branches further support this North/South difference. 
The national office was more concerned about communist infiltration in its
Civil Rights Movement p. 42.
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northern branches than it was about the communist presence in the South. The fact 
that the national office was far more dependent on its northern branches than on its 
southern branches in terms of financial support meant that the threat of being 
attacked as communist in the North had heavier consequences than similar attacks 
in the South. Finally, McCarthyism in Detroit divided the local NAACP clearly 
along class, generation, and religious lines while it brought the community closer 
together in Birmingham.
Chapter Five (1955-1961) appraises the importance of the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision in the context of the local civil rights movement. Certainly, the 
Brown decision proved to be a significant turning point in both communities. 
However, it is important to bear in mind that there were other developments taking 
place at the same time that were not directly related to the Supreme Court decision. 
In Birmingham, the Brown decision was heralded as a positive step for African 
Americans, but it invited counter-reaction. For example, the NAACP was 
officially ousted from the State of Alabama in 1956. However, this by no means 
signalled an end to its activism. In fact, there occurred a major shift in the agenda 
of the civil rights organisation. Working underground, the Birmingham NAACP, 
long active in the courts and public protest arena, shifted its focus to voter 
registration. Not only did it campaign on behalf of politically disenfranchised 
African Americans, but it also joined with white liberals to challenge the local 
political system. In Detroit, the Supreme Court decision of 1954 influenced events 
in so far as it brought into greater focus the existence of racial discrimination in the 
North. Responding to the upsurge in police brutality under Mayor Louis Miriani, 
the local branch along with other organisations sought to mobilise the black 
community as a political voting bloc to elect Jerome P. Cavanagh. Of comparative 
significance in this chapter is the way in which the NAACP in both Birmingham 
and Detroit adopted similar political strategies at the same time, but for different 
reasons.
Chapter Six (1962-1965) considers the effect of the non-violent direct action 
movement. The most significant difference is the extent to which the NAACP in 
Birmingham continued to play a key role in the civil rights struggle, whilst the 
Detroit NAACP spent much of its time fighting to keep hold of power with the
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emergence of a new wave of militancy. Traditionally, this period has been 
considered by civil rights historians as a point where more aggressive groups 
employing direct action challenged the NAACP hegemony. My comparative study 
suggests that importance differences between the North and South should be taken 
into account when one examines the development of the civil rights movement in 
the 1960s. For the NAACP in Birmingham, direct action out in the streets went 
hand in hand with the pursuit of racial equality through the courts. Protestors 
created situations whereby racial ordinances could be challenged in the courts. In 
Detroit, however, the emergence of new organisations which were prepared to use 
militant means to get what they wanted signalled a clear challenge to the 
traditional leadership of the NAACP. Afraid to lose power, the local branch took 
to marching for integrated housing only to find itself facing criticism from those 
who felt the branch no longer represented the community, only the selected few.
Perhaps the different outcomes in Birmingham and Detroit can also be explained 
by the relationship between the African-American community and the local city 
administrations. In Birmingham, the relationship was marred by hostility and 
conflict between a city administration seeking to maintain segregation at all costs 
and an African-American community intent on political, economic and social 
equality. In Detroit, the relationship between the African-American community 
and the city was largely complicated by the close alliance between the local 
NAACP and local administration. Several NAACP officials holding office in the 
new administration under Jerome Cavanagh somewhat compromised the 
NAACP’s claim to be representative of the local African-American community. In 
conclusion, the different outcomes are explained, firstly, by the degree to which 
the strategy of pursuing civil rights through the courts remained important in 
Birmingham but lost its usefulness in Detroit; and secondly, by the nature of the 
relationship between the local political structure and the African-American 
community.
A Note on Sources
This study of the civil rights movement draws from many sources. Most of the 
analysis is supported by information from primary sources: formal interviews with
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leaders and participants in the movement and documents generated by movement 
participants. Manuscripts were found in the Library of Congress, state and national 
archives, labour archives, university libraries, public libraries and individual 
collections. As this study focuses on relatively recent events, many of the 
individuals involved are still alive. Some of these people have taken considerable 
interest in my project and have willingly agreed to respond, usually more than 
once, to my quest for information and personal reflections on the events of the 
sixties and earlier. A researcher is indeed fortunate to be in a position to collect 
information from actors who were directly involved in the drama. The private 
collection of Orzell Billingsley Jr provided the major break-through. In this 
previously unavailable collection were the complete correspondence, legal briefs 
and other materials related to the strenuous efforts of lawyers in Birmingham. This 
study would not have been possible without these contributions.
Oral history proved relevant to every aspect of this project. A cross-section of 
government officials, politicians, and civil rights activists of every rank were 
interviewed. Oral history has been especially useful for exploring the role of "grass 
roots" activists who left little in the way of written documents. As Robin Kelley 
has noted, we should stop writing a history that is "very manly and very white" 
which dominated much of the "new social history. Instead, we should turn our 
attention to other players like black women, the black working class and other 
undocumented people; those who are not mentioned in the minutes and written 
papers, but whose thoughts can be captured in oral histories. In fact, oral history 
may well be the twentieth century's substitute for the written memoir. Having 
prepared sufficient preliminary research, I was able to direct the discussion into 
areas long since "forgotten" or no longer considered of consequence. "I haven't 
thought about that in years" was a common response, uttered just before an 
interviewee commenced with a surprisingly detailed description of some past 
incident. Of course, no one can fairly be expected to recollect literally and in
Kelley, Race Rebels, p. 6.
^^^Kathryn Nasstrom, "Beginnings and Endings: Life Histories and the 
Periodization of the Civil Rights Movement," Journal of American History 
(September, 1999), Vol. 86, No.2. For a more general discussion on the value of 
oral history for studying the civil rights movement, see Bret Eynon, "Cast Upon 
the Shore: Oral History and New Scholarship on the Movements of the 1960s,"
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detail, his or her exact words almost half a century after the fact. The wealth of 
testimony has served to corroborate evidence from other sources whilst at the same 
time has given voice to people previously unlieard.
Given my considerable reliance on oral history interviews, it is important to 
discuss how I compensated for the bias they contain and worked to enhance the 
reliability of the evidence that was reported and interpreted. Although the oral 
history interviews provided material that was virtually impossible to gather from 
other sources, they were used with caution. All historical sources contain bias, but 
oral history testimony presents particular problems that required special 
compensation. First, respondents recalled events that took place as long as five 
decades ago. The recall of events so distant in time may well be unreliable. The 
problem of recall is compounded by a related factor. Contemporary events and 
problems affected individuals at the time the interviews were conducted. 
Second, each interview could produce an excessively celebratory or an overly 
derisive tone. My questions invited respondents to comment on events of deep 
significance to them as to how they fought to build the civil rights movement in 
Birmingham and Detroit. In evaluating the historical reliability of the speakers' 
recollections, therefore, it was important always to keep in mind who was 
speaking, for example, male, female, activist, frustrated worker, and so on. In 
addition, it was important to bear in mind the person's relationship to a particular 
event or development recounted.
Journal of American Historv (September, 1996), Vol. 83, No.2, pp. 560-70. See 
also the review essay, Kim Lacy Rogers, "Oral History and the History of the Civil 
Rights Movement," Journal of American Historv (September, 1988), Vol. 75 No.2, 
pp. 567-76.
 ^For a discussion of the oral history interview as an interpretative act, see Kim 
Lacy Rogers "Memory, Struggle, and Power: On Interviewing Political 
Activists," Oral Historv Review (spring, 1987), Vol. 15, No. 1, pp. 165-194. See 
also, Carrie Nobel Kline, "Giving it Back: Creating Conversations to Interpret 
Community Oral History," Oral Historv Review (summer, 1996), Vol. 23, No.l, 
pp. 19-40.
 ^ Valeria Yow, "Do I like them too much? Effects of the Oral History 
Interview on the Interviewer and Vice Versa," Oral Historv Review {summer, 
1997), Vol. 24, No. 1, pp.81-90.
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While a standard set of questions did not frame each interview, questions pursued 
five themes: 'individual background', 'racial discrimination and segregation', 
'contact and involvement with the NAACP,' dynamics within the African 
American community,' and 'relationship with national event.' The thematic 
structure insured generation of a great deal of comparable data, which was used to 
develop reliable generalisations. At the same time, the interview schedule allowed 
a free flow of information that revealed each speaker's unique perspective and 
experience. To supplement the interviews' vigilance, I applied the same rules of 
evidence that are required for proper evaluation of historical material; to look for 
consistency, to seek confirmation in other sources and to be aware of potential 
bias.^ "^ "" To fijrther corroborate oral history testimony, I compared recollections 
with material contained in manuscript sources and newspapers. The size and 
variety of these written sources enabled compensation for bias contained in the 
oral history interviews. As I moved back and forth between the written material 
and oral history, I was able to reconstruct the historical record of the NAACP in 
Birmingham and Detroit.
Michael Frisch A Shared Authority: Essavs on the Craft and Meaning of 
Oral and Public Historv (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990) 
p. 12; and Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral Historv (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1978) p.92.
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Chapter Two: Race and Politics Before the Civil Rights Movement
This chapter compares the NAACP in Birmingham and Detroit before the United States 
involvement in World War Two. In making this comparison it draws upon three different 
lines: First, it constructs the political, economic and social structure of both cities. In doing 
this it follows the migration of African Americans, their location in the city, participation in 
the local industry, involvement in city politics and place in the social structure. Second, it 
examines the NAACP, focusing on its beginnings and activism in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Third, this chapter investigates the dynamics within the African-American Community. In 
particular, it draws upon the importance of the black church, factors of class, gender and 
generation difference. Finally, it reviews the relationship between the NAACP and other 
organisations. With the constraints placed by a comparative study, the analysis is restricted 
to three main organisations: the unions, which make up the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO), the Communist Party in its various guises, and the Urban League.
The Local Context
Residential Location
A major factor that differentiates the political history of Birmingham from that of other 
southern communities is the absence of a massive influx of foreign immigrants.^ In 1910, a 
total of 4.3 percent of Birmingham's population was foreign bom, but by 1930 this 
percentage had declined to 2.3.  ^African Americans, of course, were the most significant 
minority in Birmingham. At the time of Birmingham's incorporation in 1871, Jefferson 
County had a black population of only 2,506, but as early as 1880, thousands of blacks had 
migrated into the county from the plantations of southern Alabama and surrounding states 
to mine coal and make iron.  ^Despite continuing and substantial white migration into the
 ^ Edward Shannon Lamonte, Politics and Welfare in Birmingham 1900-1975 (^Tuscaloosa 
and London: University of Alabama Press, 1995), p. 15.
 ^Fourteenth Census of the United States: 1920 Population Vol. 3 (Washington DC., 1922), 
pp. 50-51 and Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930 Population, Vol. 3, Part I,  
(Washington D C., 1932), p. 109 as cited in Edward Shannon Lamonte, Politics and 
Welfare in Birmingham, p. 15.
Bobby M. Wilson, "Structural Imperatives Behind Racial Change in Birmingham,
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city and black migration to northern and other southern cities after World War Two, the 
percentage of African Americans in Birmingham remained virtually the same throughout 
the twentieth century, hovering between 39 percent and 43 percent.
Before 1900, there were no Birmingham ordinances about the separation of the races listed 
among the city codes. Capitalists reinforced labour homogenisation by housing both black 
and white workers in the same location as the mines and mills. Superintendents, skilled and 
unskilled workers, black and whites, immigrants and convicts all lived within walking 
distance of the mines and mills. ^  Indeed, it was not until 1921 that the cit}^  first officially 
explored laws to segregate the races in residential districts.^ From this period on, blacks 
were restricted to specified areas of Birmingham. However, unlike most northern and mid- 
western cities, where blacks were concentrated in one or two dense sections of the city, 
Birmingham blacks resided in several segregated pockets situated along creek beds, 
railroad lines, and alleys near the downtown area. Birmingham was unmistakably a 
segregated city, but geographically there was actually no single identifiable black 
community. But in line with other southern cities, black residential areas throughout the 
first three decades of the twentieth century suffered from lack of streetlights, paved streets, 
sewers and other city services. The city's black community, a Birmingham News reporter 
wrote in 1936, "was a city within a city."^
Alabama," Antipode (1993), Vol. 24, No. 3, p. 172. See also Blaine A. Brownell, 
"Birmingham, Alabama: New South City in the 1920s," Journal of Southern Historv 
(February 1972), Vol. 36, No.l, p. 28; Dorothy Autrey, "The National Association for the 
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Notre Dam, 1985), pp. 48-9; Henry McKivin, Iron and Steel: Class, Race and Communitv 
in Birmingham, Alabama 1875-1920 (Chapel Hill and London: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995), p. 44. Carl V. Harris, "Reforms in Government Control of Negroes 
in Birmingham, Alabama 1890-1920," Journal of Southern Historv (November 1972), Vol. 
38, No. 4, p. 580.
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York: Free Press, 1994), p. 81. See also Robert Corley, "The Quest For Racial Harmony: 
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Virginia, 1979), p. 11.
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Dissertation, University of Chicago, 1976), pp. 12-13.
 ^Birmingham News. September 13,1936, p. 10. See also Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in 
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In the 1940s, South Titsvile, an area near Elmwood Cemetery began to attract working 
class blacks who could now afford to own their own homes.^ Located in the Southwest 
section of the city, three miles in length, extending from Twelfth Street South to Fraziers 
Nursery Southwest, the area became one of the largest black populated areas in the city. As 
an indication of the high degree of concentration, there were approximately 7,808 blacks 
who occupied about 1,597 dwelling units; with as many as 12 persons occupying three- 
room, single-unit houses, indicating the high degree of congestion.^ In an attempt to reduce 
this congestion, NAACP attorney Robert Wainright petitioned the Birmingham Zoning 
Board in 1945 to change the surrounding areas from A-1 white residential to all-black 
sections. Opponents of the petition stated that there were a number of white houses within a 
short distance of the property included in the Wainright petition and representatives of the 
cemetery protested on behalf of owners of lots in Elmwood. A spirited discussion on a 
petition to rezone from white to coloured residential area near Elmwood Cemetery, during 
which the legality of the city's zoning ordinances was questioned, resulted in the petition 
being turned down by the city's commission.
Enon Ridge and Smithfreld were two neighbourhoods that acquired a "middle class 
character." Located in the northern section of the city, Enon Ridge became the fashionable 
place to live for the few black professionals in the city in the 1890s. Although the majority 
of the houses there were found to be in good condition, the lighting facilities and streets, as 
in most African-American occupied areas, were generally found to be very poor.^  ^A large 
number of black teachers and some other professionals purchased land in Smithfreld at the 
turn of the century, for building homes at a later date. When attempts were made to secure
"The Other Side: The Story of Birmingham's Black community," Undated (Birmingham 
Public Library, Department of Manuscripts and Archives, Birmingham, Alabama, hereafter 
cited as BPL) Birmingftnd Papers and Related Materials.
 ^ Leavy Oliver, "Zoning Ordinances in Relation to Segregated Negro Housing in 
Birmin^am, Alabama" (Masters Thesis: Indiana University, February 1951), p. 78.
"Protest Filed in Zoning Plea," Birmingham Post January 26, 1945. See also "Zoning 
Dispute Placed in Lap of Commission," Birmingham Post April 9, 1945; "City 
Commission Turns Down Plea to Rezone Area for Negro Homes," Birmingham Post. April 
18,1945.
Christopher Scribner, "The Quiet Revolution: Federal Funding and Change in 
Birmingham, Alabama, 1933-1965" (PhD Dissertation, University of Vanderbilt, 1996), p.
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building permits on these lots in the late 1940s, black property owners faced a battle with 
the city commission that rezoned them as white, in order to placate whites living in the 
vicinity of the neighbourhood.^^ In sum, what differentiated Birmingham from many other 
southern communities was the relative absence of foreigners. With almost half the 
population in 1940, African Americans were a significant force. Residentially, African 
Americans were segregated to certain sections of the city, largely concentrated in poorer 
housing.
Detroit, typical of most northern cities, was a mosaic of racial and ethnic groups. The 
meteoric rise of manufacturing in Detroit, especially of the automotive industry, required an 
extraordinary supply of labour and the tide of immigration from Europe into the United 
States between the Civil War and World War One filled this need.^  ^As a consequence in 
1850 nearly half of the people were foreign bom. With African Americans never 
accounting for more than 3 percent of Detroit's population, the racial caste stmcture of the 
community was not the most prominent feature of the city's social system. Blacks were 
often clustered in their sub-communities, but they were seldom fully segregated from white 
neighbourhoods.^^ Ethnic and racial groups mingled throughout the area, and many of the 
boarding and lodging houses in the zone catered to both blacks and whites, but Detroit's 
ghetto was less dense than that of Harlem or the Chicago Black Belts.
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When the restrictive immigration laws of the early 1920s abated, the inflow of foreign 
workers, people from the American South, primarily blacks, moved in to fill the void/^ In 
the two decades from 1910 to 1930 Detroit shared with other northern cities a major 
movement of people that admitted large numbers of black southerners for the first time. 
Detroit's black population grew slowly to 5,700 in 1910 and very rapidly to 90,000 by 1920 
and to 120,000 by 1930.^  ^Commencing in 1940 and proceeding through the late 1950s, a 
second migration from the South brought thousands of black workers to the city. With the 
expansion of skilled employment opportunities for blacks brought about by the labour 
requirements of war mobilisation, the city's black population doubled between 1940 and 
1950.™
The movement of blacks into Detroit was accompanied by an expanding and increasingly 
rigid pattem of residential segregation. As blacks settled to live and work in a city 
unaccustomed to interacting with blacks in such large numbers, whites in Detroit developed 
and perfected various institutional and legal arrangements to contain the expanding black 
population within "acceptable" racial boundaries. As one scholar explained at the time: "It 
is presumably no accident, therefore, that we find segregation practices with their 
commitment becoming more entrenched with the passage of time, and with the continued 
growth of the African-American population. Housing restrictions against blacks in 
Detroit were not apparent until 1910 and in the 1920s quickly gained wide support. After 
the 1923 Michigan Supreme Court ruling that supported restrictive covenants, those
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opposed to racial integration had the full weight of the law behind them to support their 
racial attitudes and practices/^
Housing conditions for blacks in Detroit, as for blacks in Birmingham, were characterised 
by the advanced age and deteriorating state of the buildings, the large percentage of 
substandard units, and the very high population density/^ Before the mass migration, 
Detroit blacks were clustered in four residential areas, most living in two wretched slum 
areas. The two principal black districts in Detroit were one covering about thirty square 
blocks on the west side and Paradise Valley, a larger district on the east side.^ '^  Another 
smaller but more stable cluster lived on the city's west side, an area of modest, single family 
residences with a significant high proportion of home owners. A fourth enclave that 
developed after World War One was in Highland Park and just west of the north east 
section was a surprisingly well-integrated area called Conant Gardens. While these four 
black pockets were not all slums, few African Americans lived outside their boundaries, 
and nothing happened to change this situation until the 1948 United States Supreme Court 
decision on restrictive covenants which opened significant portions of the Detroit housing 
market to Afiican Americans.^^
In sum, prior to World War One, when Afiican Americans did not account for no more 
than three percent of the population, the resident black community was seldom fully 
segregated from white neighbourhoods. However, the expansion of the African-American 
population during the inter-war period, housing conditions for Detroit blacks grew steadily 
worse as whites developed and perfected various institutional and legal strategies to contain 
the expansion within "acceptable" racial boundaries.
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Political Framework
Alabama blacks received the right to vote in the State Reconstruction constitution of 
1868.^  ^ In the 1870s, approximately 30 percent of the registered voters in Birmingham's 
city elections were African Americans, and in the 1880s it ranged from 45 to 48 percent. 
They continued to vote in state and national elections until the "disenfranchising 
constitution" of 1901, which included "the most complicated and undemocratic suffrage 
article in the United States. Local leaders claimed that the count}" board of registrars 
applied the property and education requirements fairly to both races and during this period, 
well-educated blacks were allowed to register. Denied the right to vote in city Democratic 
primaries in 1888, and disenfranchised almost totally by the poll tax and white primaries, 
the number of black registrants became inconsequential after 1901.^^
Alabama, like several other southern states, required payment of a tax well in advance of 
elections. Annual rates ranged from $1.00 to $2.00 with an additional county levy. 
Particularly effective was the cumulative feature of the tax. "We want that poll tax to pile 
up so high that he will never be able to vote," said an Alabama Registrar.^^ The white 
primary was another device used by Birmingham whites to disenfranchise blacks after 
Reconstruction. Across the South where impotent Republican parties gave Democrats a 
monopoly, the white primary excluded blacks from the only elections that mattered, the 
Democratic primaries. Unlike the poll tax and the white primary, the Grandfather Clause 
provided that only those males entitled to vote prior to 1868, along with their sons and
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grandsons, were exempt from educational and property restrictions/^ Not unexpectedly, the 
city administration did not think itself accountable to its African-American population. As 
one Birmingham black recalled:
Back in the 40s and 50s you only go to the city hall for but two things: to pay a 
fine and mop at night. Well that's a fact. You didn't go up there to complain 
because whether your street had a hole in it or not, you didn't say nothing about 
it... you didn't have anybody to say anything to.^ ^
Laws passed between 1880 and 1920 to regulate behaviour further contributed to the 
subordination of blacks. Despite the record of success and respectability achieved by many 
blacks, whites "tended to characterise the entire black race by the highly-publicised 
behaviour of a few criminal members. The only answer, they reasoned, was a system of 
law and practices which strictly subjugated blacks, making use of them as workers, but 
allowing little chance for free play of their criminal u rg es .F o r example, it was the 
common practice with both the city and the county to require persons convicted of crimes 
to work off their penalty if they could not pay their fines and court costs in cash.^ "^  Although 
the regulation applied to all convicts, black and white, African Americans comprised 
between 80 percent and 92 percent of those leased to coal mining and steel corporations or 
put to work on the streets.A fter 1915, only blacks were employed as convict labour. 
With a disturbing reminder of slavery, the primary concern of owners was to get as much 
work out of the convicts as possible. Except in the coal and steel industries where prisoners 
were given a specific assignment or lease each day, the chain gang system was used. 
Shackled in chains, gangs of convicts were taken to the streets and put to work under the
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supervision of the overseer for up to ten hours a day. They were instructed about when to 
begin work, when to eat, and when to quit.
Birmingham vagrancy laws offered yet another example of how supposedly neutral laws 
were used to regulate black behaviour. Employing the premise that every idle black was a 
vagrant, Birmingham officials ordered periodic raids on black districts. In 1906, for 
instance, police were ordered to clean out all saloons and arrest every black who could not 
demonstrate that he was gainfully employed. As with the convict lease system, vagrancy 
laws theoretically applied to both blacks and whites, but in practice campaigns against 
vagrants concentrated mostly on African Americans. While most whites arrested under the 
law received light penalties, black vagrants were frequently convicted and leased to work in 
the coal m ines.From  1890 to 1918 the vagrancy laws were steadily broadened and 
strengthened, the punishment made more severe, and the labour-control aspect of vagrancy 
penalties given added emphasis.
In addition to laws, violence against blacks functioned as the most effective form of control. 
In the Birmingham of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuiy, a white person could 
kill a black with impunity, and blacks "comprised by far the largest number of those killed 
by police officers. After 1937, the all-white Birmingham City Police Department under 
Commissioner Eugene 'Bull' Connor solidified its reputation as a repressive force hostile to 
the resident minority population.Connor was the quintessential segregationist, his 
instrument of enforcement was the last all-white police force in a city of more than 
100,000, a department in which racism predominated and blacks had no rights
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whatsoever/^ As Vincent Harding notes "every black person seemed to know someone 
who had been beaten, bombed, raped, or murdered in Birmingham.
Political disenfranchisement was not so clear cut in Detroit. The Detroit black community 
had been deeply involved in politics even before African Americans were officially 
enfranchised in 1870."^ "^  The pre-Civil War abolitionist political campaigns, the suffrage 
fights, and the lobbying efforts for equal rights had left blacks with a tradition of political 
participation. Given this, it is not at all surprising that after receiving the franchise and the 
opportunity to vote in 1886, African Americans quickly emerged as part of Detroit's elected 
officialdom. As early as 1876, John Wilson, an African-American Detroiter, was elected to 
the office of Coroner of Wayne County. By 1882, Dr Stanley C. Watson became a member 
of the Detroit City Council and served two successive terms. He was also a delegate to the 
National Republican convention in 1884 and was later appointed a member of the Michigan 
Jury Commission. However, a careful analysis of Detroit politics during this period 
revealed that African Americans captured political office as a result of rewards for their 
services from the Democratic and Republican pa rties .T h e  party leaders awarded 
appointive and elective positions as gifts or special recognition to both groups and 
individuals."^^
Between World War One and the Great Depression, the expanding black community took 
on increasing political importance."^  ^As blacks became aware of their increasing numbers 
in certain electoral districts, they began the long process of challenging white political 
hegem ony.In 1930, Charles Roxborough, one of Detroit's leading black Republicans, 
succeeded in getting a seat in the Senate without the aid of clientele politics. He became the
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first black in Detroit and Michigan to be elected to the office as a representative of a 
predominantly black district, marking a new stage in black political development in the city 
and the state. Blacks no longer had to rely on white party leaders to grant them political 
positions as gifts or rewards for work on their behalf. Thus, African Americans in Detroit 
were gaining considerable political power at the very time African Americans in 
Birmingham were losing political power.
The support given by black Detroiters to the Democratic ticket during the 1932 elections 
was another turning point in the city's black political histoiy.^° Before 1932, it was almost a 
disgrace for an African-American in the eyes of the black community of Detroit to support 
the Democratic Party. However, the policies of the New Deal during the Great Depression 
led blacks throughout the country, as well as in Detroit, to consider shifting their political 
allegiance from the Republican to the Democratic Party. A committee composed of Harold 
Bledsoe, Charles Diggs, Sr, and Joseph Craigen marshalled the African-American vote for 
the party. Black votes that swept a host of Democrats into office in 1932 also secured 
Charles C. Diggs' position as the first black Democrat to be elected to the Michigan Senate. 
By 1940, the black Democrats in Detroit had achieved impressive political victories. They 
had the majority of blacks behind them and a sophisticated political organisation, the 
Michigan Federation of Democratic Clubs, under the leadership of Senator Diggs.
Despite the growing political voice of African Americans in Michigan, as a whole  ^they 
remained largely under represented in local political office. The city administration was no 
more accountable to its African-American constituency in Detroit than was its Birmingham 
counterpart. If blacks in Detroit had been polled anytime between 1925 and 1945 
concerning the worst racial abuses they had to encounter, they would have said white police
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brutality. White police officers in the black ghettos in Detroit and elsewhere symbolised a 
form of unbridled racism. As Hubert Locke wroteV'the most significant symbol of 1943 
Detroit was its police department, generally credited at that time with being one of the most 
bigoted in the N orth .W hite  police brutality against blacks increased during the 1930s, 
blacks were indiscriminately beaten, repeatedly harassed, and often killed at the hands of 
racist policemen for doing little more than saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing 
at the wrong time. And more often than not, white policemen were not punished for such 
racist actions.A s Ernest Goodman, a civil rights lawyer recalled:
Most of the violence came from the police, and much of it was directed toward 
black people. I soon observed the treatment by the police of the black community 
was in complete disregard of their rights. They would arrest a black person, hold 
him for about as long as they wanted - a week - two weeks, sometimes even 
longer. If a lawyer attempted to get him out because no charges had been brought 
against him, the police could transfer him from one precinct to another, and the 
judges would not acknowledge this common practice.
In sum, disenfranchisement in Birmingham was accomplished in 1901, when the Alabama 
State constitution adopted such techniques as the poll tax, the Grandfather Clause and white 
primaries. Black voter registration plummeted. Consequently, southern blacks who were 
unable to participate in the enactment or enforcement of the law became increasingly 
vulnerable to physical assault and murder. Detroit blacks unlike their Birmingham 
counterparts, could vote. In 1930, for the first time in the century, an African American was 
elected to the Michigan State Senate and the votes of Affican Americans became a factor in 
election results. Politically, the African American in Detroit began to command attention
Hubert G. Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967. p. 54.
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during the inter-war period as their numbers grew. However, political power did not 
translate into local accountability. The Detroit Police Department remained as resistant to 
integration and no less aggressive towards African Americans as its counterpart in 
Birmingham.
Economic Development
Unlike the other southern cities, Birmingham had no antebellum tradition and developed 
along the lines of an overgrown mining town. It was established in the foothills of 
Appalachia in 1871 with the initiative of investors eager to develop the district's rich 
deposits of coal and iron. Five miles wide and fifteen miles long, the city was situated amid 
a remarkably dense concentration of coal, iron and limestone.By 1920, Birmingham was 
the leading industrial city of the American South, with 178,806 inhabitants who produced 
coal, iron steel, cast iron heavy machinery and p ip e s .F o r all its growth, however, 
Birmingham owed its existence to one industry - steel - or more accurately, to the 
production of raw materials for the steel industry. The iron and steel manufacturing firms, 
led by TCI and Republic Steel, also including the Sloss-Sheffield Steel and Iron Company, 
the Woodward Iron Company, and the Ingalls Iron Works, formed the foundation's of the 
city's economy and employed large numbers of workers.
From the cotton plantations and backwoods of Alabama's black belt, African Americans 
were attracted by the prospect of jobs in the developing coal, iron and steel industries. 
Undoubtedly, they hoped to find a greater measure of fulfilment in the city than they had 
found in the rural areas, and many probably did experience an improvement in their
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58standard of living/^ Unlike white unskilled labourers who were a notably transient group at 
this time, black unskilled workers, according to political scientist Paul Wotherman, "not 
only remained in the city at rate that exceeded whites, but also at a rate higher than several 
other occupational categories for black workers. Although their situation was one of 
complete segregation and subordination, their economic condition was far above of that of 
black workers in the rural areas and better than some other southern cities. As New York 
Times journalist James Reston put it, "the city may not treat their Negroes well in personal 
relations but does pay them better than many other southern places.
Although black persistence in Birmingham often meant a job, it by no means guaranteed 
job advancement. Blacks who stayed to work still had to compete for promotion with those 
whites who had also remained. Consequently, a pattern of economic discrimination that 
would persist well into the twentieth century began to emerge in early Birmingham. 
Between 31 and 40 percent of the white workers who remained in the city for over a decade 
made some economic advancement, while only 8 to 17 percent of the black workers made 
similar progress up the job scale.^  ^ The large corporations that controlled the basic heavy 
industries of Birmingham depended heavily upon black workers to perform hot, heavy, 
dirty labour. By 1900, 55 percent of Alabama's coal miners and 65 percent of the state's 
iron and steelworkers were black^^
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The exclusion of blacks from the industrial economy of nineteenth-century Detroit is well 
documented. In 1910, no more than twenty-five African Americans were recorded among 
the 10,000 mostly foreign bom semiskilled operatives and labourers who worked in 
Detroit's automotive factories.Only a handful of Detroit's major manufacturers had 
employed African Americans. Ford, Briggs and Dodge opened the door to a small number 
of African-American workers beginning in the World War One era.^ "^  Throughout the first 
four decades of the twentieth century the overwhelming majority of Detroit's blacks were 
employed in the service sector, women in domestic work, and men in hotel, restaurant, and 
maintenance work.
It was during the labour shortage of World War One and the resulting migration from the 
South to northern industrial centres like Detroit that blacks first gained a foothold in auto 
manufacturing.^^ Several firms turned to this untapped reservoir, and Packard, which in 
May 1917 had 1100 blacks on its payroll, became the first significant employer of blacks in 
the industry.^  ^Dodge was another leading manufacturer that began to hire a substantial 
number of blacks at that time, working closely with the Detroit Urban League in the 
recmitment and supervision of its black labour force. As Ford enlarged its operations in the 
1920s and developed the gigantic River Rouge plant, its workers also included a growing 
number of blacks — 5,000 by 1923 and 10,000 by 1926.
However, as in Birmingham, the entry of blacks into Detroit's factories, would have only a 
slight effect on the seemingly fixed black occupational structure. It is true that as a group, 
black workers in the automobile factories earned more money than those employed in other 
industries, and indeed, the wage differential between blacks and whites in the auto plants 
was relatively small. Yet this situation arose from the concentration of blacks in the fairly
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well paid, but disagreeable and dangerous foundry jobs that whites tried to avoid/^ They 
were hired into the jobs that had physical exertion, the highest accident rates and the largest 
number of health hazards/^ At both Packard and Chysler's Dodge main plant on the eve of 
World War Two, most of the blacks were foundry workers, while many of the others were 
sprayers and sanders. In General Motors, the Buick, Pontiac, and Chevrolet plants also 
concentrated blacks in the foundries; while GM's Fisher body plant had yet to employ black 
workers/^
In sum, economically Birmingham was not a typical southern city. With its smoke belching 
steel mills it resembled an industrial metropolis of the North far more than it did other cities 
in the South. As late as 1941, the Federal Works Progress Administration's guidebook on 
Alabama described Birmingham "as the most unsouthem of southern cities." Yet 
Birmingham had failed to assume the progressive role in race relations that might have 
been expected from its background. Despite its industrial make-up, it had adopted the racial 
philosophy of the old southern plantation.^^ African-American workers remained 
segregated in the worst type of jobs in the steel works and coal mines, with little prospect 
for promotion. It was during World War One that African Americans forced open the doors 
of the automobile industry in Detroit. Except for Ford's Rouge Plant, the great majority of 
African Americans in the industry were employed in unskilled jobs. As in Birmingham, the 
opportunity to work did not translate directly to access to all levels of work. Placed on so- 
called 'white jobs,' they faced open shop floor resistance from fellow white workers.
Social Infrastructure
Racial segregation in most areas of public life had been common in Birmingham since at 
least the mid-1880s, but it had been by custom and not by law.^  ^ The increase in the
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number of African Americans in the city to 43 percent by 1890 caused whites to insist that 
tighter controls be placed on them. Rigid segregation by law became an established fact 
with little protest. Beginning in 1903 the superintendent of parks began to deny African 
Americans access to the city's parks. By 1910 African Americans could not enter the city's 
parks except as servants for whites, unless given permission by the city commission. In 
1923, the city enacted a streetcar segregation ordinance.Through a co-ordinated system 
of custom and legal sanctions, Birmingham blacks by the mid-1930s were systematically 
separated from whites in nearly every facet of common human life, including marriage, 
public schools, public facilities and services, and even games of checkers and dominoes.
Particularly disturbing was the denying of access to the city's hospitals. Birmingham had 
the nation's second highest rate of tuberculosis, which was "the leading cause of death 
among Birmingham blacks. The Children's Hospital refused blacks and in 1954 the State 
Health Department ordered the Black Children's Hospital closed because of unsafe and 
unsanitary physical conditions. At the Hillman Hospital, separate wards existed for black 
and white patients.St. Vincent's reserved only twenty beds for blacks, but demand forced 
the hospital to place carts in the wards to increase the capacity to thirty-five. The Holy 
Family Hospital, supported by the Catholic Church, was the only hospital in the city where 
black physicians were permitted to treat their patients. As Dr Lionel Swan remembered: "In 
Birmingham, of course you had wall-to-wall segregation. As a doctor you couldn't treat 
patients in a hospital house. You had to go through the back door to get into the hospital. 
Something, of course, which I refiised to do."^^
Black interests in public education were even more woefully ignored. In 1911, for example, 
the education allocations in Birmingham per child were $18.86 for whites, but only $2.81 
for blacks. School facilities for each race were markedly unequal. White school property in 
1911 was valued at $97.84 per pupil, as compared to $20.22 for black school property, only 
about one-fifth as much. White community leaders made no effort to rectify this
Wilson Fallin Jr, "A Shelter in the Storm: The Afiican-American Church in Birmingham, 
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discriminatory pattern until World War One, when they began to see the advantage of a 
better educated industrial work force and at the same time, sought to provide incentives to 
halt the flow of educated blacks to the North. New black schools were built, and the salaries 
of black teachers were raised so that by 1920 they earned 24.5 percent as much as white 
teachers.Encouraged by the absolute gains over fonner black levels, "most black 
educators saw the 1920s as a period of genuine progress in black education."
Still, the urban white professional educators, while placing a higher value on black 
education than did most rural whites, nonetheless shared to a large degree the common 
white belief that black human beings were inherently less capable and less worthy, 
consequently deserving a lesser educational investment from society. Accordingly, even in 
the best of times in the progressive urban South, when black education's most sympathetic 
white friends had maximum independence from white political pressures and maximum 
leeway to use new resources to increase black allocations, the black schools, though 
urgently needing progress, sank even further below the more rapidly advancing white 
level. By 196^ one third of the city's black population had completed high school and 
only 6.5% of these had finished college. So even with the additional funding black 
educational institutions continued to be given a low priority, and any progress made in 
black education in Birmingham came only at the discretion of dominant white groups
After the Civil War, the Michigan Republican Party, whose leadership was committed to 
black equality, sought to remove the legal sanctions protecting discrimination. Under firm 
Republican control, the state legislature passed a number of acts that provided for school 
integration and barred discrimination in public services. However, apart from the 
integration of the city's public schools in the 1870s, the caste system absorbed and 
cushioned the effects of legal changes wrought by the Republicans in their support of
"Author's Interview with Dr Lionel Swan," Detroit, Michigan, August 22,1995.
Robert Corley, "The Quest For Racial Harmony," p. 28.
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African-American rights, and discrimination remained/^ Even with the full weight and 
authority of the federal Civil Rights Act of 1875 and the Michigan Civil Rights Act of 
1885, (both of which dealt directly with the elimination of segregation in public amenities), 
many restaurants continued to practice discrimination against blacks. While theatres in 
downtown Detroit expected blacks to pay a higher price, most white hotels and restaurants 
flatly refused to serve them. When blacks began setting up their own eating establishments 
and catering for their own people, they did not have to expose themselves to such 
indignities. But many blacks, motivated more by pride and principle than by anything else, 
refused to allow racism to go unchallenged. They wanted the right to be served anywhere 
and not just in black restaurants that were located in black communities. Nevertheless, in 
the 1920s and 1930s, white restaurant owners remained unrelenting in barring blacks.
Given this mix of circumstances, it is not surprising to find that conflicts over racial 
discrimination in white restaurants increased in the 1930s and 1940s. When white 
restaurant employees did serve blacks, they often treated them disrespectfully. In August of 
1934, one black individual was first refused service and then when he was finally served his 
food, it was covered with salt. He took the case to court, where the judge excluded the only 
black from the jury and the remaining all-white jury found no cause for action. Realising 
that blacks could get little relief with existing civil right laws. Senator Charles C. Diggs, 
with the help of others, succeeded in 1937 in putting a stronger civil rights law on the 
books. White restaurant owners who resisted the new civil rights law often showed 
deference to their customers who did not want their racist sensibilities disturbed. In such 
cases, these owners, caught between complying with the new law or honouring the racism 
of their customers, often deferred to the latter, even if that choice meant paying a fine. It 
was 1948 before blacks were given overnight accommodation in Detroit's largest 
downtown hotel and even later before they were admitted to restaurants.^ "^
Many white hospitals in Detroit treated African-American patients and doctors no better 
than they were treated in Birmingham hospitals. In 1926, no white hospital in Detroit
Rights" in Garrow (editor), Birmingham Alabama 1956-1963. p. 161.
David M. Katzman, Before the Ghetto, p. 84. 
Hubert G. Locke, 
the Ghetto, pp. 93-4.
^  The Detroit Riot of 1967. p. 53. See also David M. Katzman, Before
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employed black physicians to treat their patients in their facilities. At this time, few if any 
black nurses could be found on the staffs of white hospitals, and only one black intern was 
reported working in a white hospital. At least five white hospitals maintained some degree 
of racial segregation of black and white patients.This policy persisted throughout the 
1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. For example, both Herman Kiefer Hospital and Receiving 
Hospital discriminated against blacks in employment. In 1926, Herman Kiefer hospital had 
an all-white staff, and little had changed by 1937. Receiving Hospital was no different.As 
one Detroit black physician remembered: "When I came here in 1951, there were very few 
hospitals where black doctors could go. We did not get on the staff of all the hospitals until 
they were building the new medical centre in 1972."^^
In sum, Birmingham like other southern cities adopted a host of statutes methodically 
outlawing everything interracial. These new segregation statutes expressed the white 
South's all encompassing belief in the inequality of blacks. Birmingham now formally 
required blacks and whites to be bom separately in segregated hospitals, and to live their 
lives as separately as possible in segregated schools, public accommodation, and places of 
work and recreation. Jim Crow furthermore led to gross inequalities in the distribution of 
public monies for schools and colleges. Between 1910 and 1920 the 'Great Migration' 
brought half a million blacks northward and another three quarters of a million blacks in the 
1930s. Many who followed north looking for the promised land found instead: educational 
and residential segregation, dilapidated housing milked by white slum lords, discrimination 
by employers and bmtality by white policemen. This mass migration fundamentally altered 
the configuration of the race problem to become national in scope.
Richard W. Thomas, Life For Us Is What We Make It p. 134. See also "Medical- 
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The NAACP
The NAACP had chapters in every southern state by the early 1940s. In the North, the New 
York-based organisation was often criticised for being too middle-class, too hierarchical, 
too conservative, even too southern and too white. In the South though, hardly anyone 
shared those assessments, the very notion that the NAACP was somehow a moderate or 
right-of-centre group was simply ludicrous. The southern chapters of the NAACP were in 
most instances the only open and organised resistance to Jim Crow segregation and 
discrimination existing in their communities. There were other black organisations and 
groups of well-intentioned whites, and even a few biracial coalitions that tried to nurture a 
more progressive and equitable climate in the region, but none had the single-minded 
commitment of the NAACP. None of the biracial regional organisations concerned with 
social issues, including the Southern Conference for Human Welfare, openly sought a close 
working alliance with the NAACP until after the war.^ In fact, without the Association at 
work in the South, there would have been no broad-based pressure to end Jim Cow 
segregation and no effective push for racial justice, during the first half of the twentieth 
century.
The Birmingham branch grew directly out of the Colored Citizens' League of Bessemer, an 
organisation of ministers and businessmen founded in 1916. During the three months 
preceding the organisation of the NAACP in Birmingham in 1919, there was a flurry of 
protests against and discussions of post-war conditions by black civic and religious 
organisations. In January 1919, a group calling itself the "Negro Betterment League of 
Alabama" presented a petition of grievances and proposals for changes concerning 
Alabama blacks. In the discussions of the problems confronting them, blacks came to the 
conclusion that while local groups had functioned to a degree in coping with racial 
situations, the national civil rights organisations possessed greater experience, expertise, 
financial resources and widespread public support to deal with problems facing them. 
Hence, in April and May of 1919, the Birmingham branch of the NAACP came into
John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav p. 428.
John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav p. 427.
^  John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav p. 286.
Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p. 57.
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existence. Bom out of a need for concerted action against racism, the branch began with 
widespread support. The open meetings held in conjunction with the organisation of the 
branch were well attended, with one meeting having nearly one hundred persons present.
Just as the violence and discrimination of the post-war era prompted Birmingham blacks to 
organise a unit of the NAACP, however, the same kind of conditions during the 1920s 
caused them to withdraw from the organisation. As violence and discrimination accelerated 
in the twenties, they came to view the hostile situations as posing too formidable an 
obstacle for even the NAACP to overcome. Although the Birmingham chapter claimed 
nearly a thousand members in 1919, in less than three years its membership dropped to a 
dismal thirty-six and in 1923 it reported only fourteen dues-paying members. Five years 
later, the branch ceased operating altogether. National NAACP representative, Frederick 
Morrow, reported that the Birmingham Branch had "disintegrated pretty badly" to the point 
where it had to rebuild again "cold from scratch. .*! it does take courage," Morrow explained 
to Walter White, "even here in Birmingham, and a great deal more in the little towns in the 
country. With the anti-lynching bill hot at the moment, a man who parades around town 
with a button on his lapel has got guts."^^
The 1930s proved to be an encouraging decade for the Birmingham branch. Not only had it 
been re-founded and, reorganised, but also it aggressively attacked racial injustices with 
some significant results. Police brutality ranked near the top of the chapter's concerns. 
Among the most brutal cases handled by the local branch in the 1930s was the Willie 
Patterson case. An African-American man with a crippling physical deformity was shot by 
a white man in his cell and was ultimately sentenced to death for killing two white society 
women and wounding a sister of one of the victims. In response to the commumty feeling, 
the local branch made "Stop Police Brutality" the slogan of its membership drive in 1938.
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The following year the handling of the Will Hall case indicated some progress. Police had 
beaten Hall after his arrest, but when the NAACP protested, police authorities reprimanded 
one of the officers involved and thereby set "the precedent that the police did not condone 
brutality.
The Birmingham NAACP was also active on the educational front. In keeping with the 
national office's campaign against discrimination in graduate and professional colleges and 
universities, the Birmingham NAACP set as a long-range goal the removal of inequalities 
in Alabama's system of higher education. The construction of a second black high school in 
the city took place in 1900. With facilities quite inadequate, the NAACP initiated a 
campaign for another black high school, a goal that was attained in the following decade. 
Discrepancies in salaries for black teachers were as evident as those in facilities. During the 
thirties, the chapter began to challenge the State's practice of paying white teachers more 
than it paid black teachers. However, as in the matter of housing, court cases against the 
practice would not come until the 1940s
With membership peaking at 800 in 1939, a pre-World War Two high, the Birmingham 
branch of the NAACP gained the acceptance of a significant segment of the black 
community and the attention of white authorities.^^ For the remainder of the decade it 
intensified and widened the scope of its challenge. In doing so it became one of the most 
active branches in the nation. As Dorothy Autrey wrote: "It had come from a decade of 
inactivity to become one of the most remarkable branches that [the NAACP] ever had."
Several years before the first large-scale black migrations from the South, the Detroit 
Branch of the NAACP, founded in 1911, laid the groundwork for systematic black protest 
in Detroit. The growth and development of the Detroit NAACP paralleled the rising tide of 
racial discrimination in industrial Detroit. Between 1911 and 1918, the NAACP focused 
primarily upon national issues and local cases of racial discrimination. In 1914, for 
example, the NAACP took fourteen cases of discrimination in theatres to court. They won
Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p. 128.
Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP, 1913-1952," p. 129.
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four. Several years later, they protested against discrimination in the US Civil Service and 
succeeded in placing a black woman postal clerk in a job she had earned by examination, 
but had been denied. As important as these protests and court cases were to the early stages 
of the NAACP's struggle against racism in Detroit, they did not stimulate any great increase 
in membership. At this time, early in the century, some blacks might have felt racial 
discrimination only affected a few unlucky souls; that it was not a prevalent practice or of 
sufficient gravity among whites to warrant joining a radical protest movement such as the 
NAACP.
Occasional protests raised questions of integration, but most blacks thought only in terms of 
a decent home. In fact, the local elite, most notably attorneys, clerics, and representatives of 
the NAACP and Urban League, often disagreed with national leaders on major issues. 
Faced with a choice between a separate Public Housing project or no project at all, several 
prominent blacks in the NAACP led by local Urban Leaguer John C. Dancy, agreed to the 
Detroit Housing Commission’s Jim Crow policy. For black leaders and the middle classes: 
"equal, though not necessarily mixed opportunity was the credo espoused between the 
wars."'^^ The Great Migration changed this attitude. As thousands of southern blacks 
arrived in Detroit, racial patterns in housing and some occupations changed dramatically, 
generating fear and anxiety among whites who reacted by instituting racist measures to 
control the movement of the expanding black population. Serious racial problems began to 
rise in housing, recreation and policing. Membership in the Detroit branch gradually 
increased, which enabled it in 1925 to fight one of the toughest battles in its history.
On September 8, 1925, a young married woman, Gladys Sweet from one of Detroit's "old 
settler" families and her well-educated husband, a practising doctor, were attacked by a 
mob of whites when they attempted to move into a predominantly white neighbourhood on 
Detroit's west side. In self-defence Ossian Sweet, his brothers, and friends, shot into the 
crowd killing one man and wounding another. The police arrested all present in the home
Richard W. Thomas, Life For Us is What We Make It. p. 231.
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for first-degree murder /The  prevailing mood was that the right to defend one's home did 
not extend to blacks/Three  weeks later, the defendants asked the NAACP to defend 
them. The local branch became convinced that the Sweet affair was not just another "racial 
unpleasantness," and that the defeat of the Sweets would send a wrong message to the 
white "mobists" that blacks were not free to defend themselves. If the defendant were 
acquitted it would be a victory for blacks.
Central to the Sweet case was the development and codification of racial segregation in 
Detroit. As middle-class and some working class African Americans migrated out of the 
east-side neighbourhood to find new and better housing in the city, they encountered 
powerful resistance from whites. Even before the doctor and his wife could move into 
their home, the future neighbours established the "Water Works Improvement Association" 
to plan means by which they could drive the doctor out. °^  ^The case also stimulated a racial 
consciousness among Detroit's black elite and eventually became national in scope. As 
soon as the NAACP decided to take up the case on behalf of the defendant, many of 
Detroit's black elite organised themselves to raise the necessary funds for the NAACP, a
committee known as the City Wide Sweet Fund was set up. On May 1926 the trial came to
. 1 0 8an end when all the defendants were acquitted. The victory in the Sweet case marked a 
high point for black protest and struggle of the 1920s, but many more struggles remained to 
be fought in the 1930s and 1940s.
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It should be pointed out, however, that contemporary observers differed over the relative 
contributions of the branch to the black protest movement during this period of great 
upheaval. One such observer, a member of the local branch, acknowledged the 
contributions of the local NAACP, but felt it depended too much on legal avenues. Still 
another contemporary observer pointed out that many people felt that from the time of the 
Sweet trial in 1925 to the rise of the union movement in the mid-1930s, the black 
professional class dominated the local branch. Nevertheless, led by its president. Dr 
James J McClendon, a prominent physician and its young radical executive secretary, 
Gloster Current, the branch played a leading role in black protest against racial 
discrimination in the late 1930s and early 1940s.^ °^ The largest and wealthiest NAACP 
affiliate in the country, and therefore, the most substantial contributor to the Association's 
national office, the Detroit NAACP, achieved a membership of 2,400 in the spring of 1937, 
nearly 3,300 the following year, and over 6,000 by the end of 1939. .
In sum, the Birmingham and Detroit branches of the NAACP were formed in response to 
racial tension following World War One. In Birmingham it emerged with the return of 
black veterans from abroad and in Detroit largely in response to the mass migration north. 
In the 1920s, the Birmingham branch suffered huge loss and lay dormant by the end of the 
decade. The Detroit NAACP continued to be an important voice for the black community 
and membership gradually increased, which enabled it to fight one of the toughest battles in 
its history - the Dr Ossian Sweet case. Led by its president. Dr McClendon and executive 
secretary Gloster Current, the branch became the largest NAACP affiliate in the 1930s. The 
1930s also proved to be a phenomenal decade for the Association in Birmingham. Working 
on several fronts including education, voter registration and police brutality, the branch was 
able to re-establish itself as a leader in the black protest movement during this period. What 
follows considers first the extent to which dynamics within the black community shaped 
politics within the NAACP and second, the degree to which policy within branches was 
formed by relations with other organisations in the community.
Richard W. Thomas, Life For Us is What We Make It p. 234. 
 ^ Richard W. Thomas, Life For Us is What We Make It p. 235.
85
Dynamics within the African-American Community 
Politics of Class
Birmingham was known throughout the South for its prosperous and progressive black 
business and professional class. Located in a central downtown business district, as well as 
throughout the city, black businesses included restaurants, hotels, tailoring shops, 
pharmacies, insurance agencies, funeral homes and beauty salons and barbershops. 
Foremost among these were several owned by Arthur George Gaston. While serving in the 
army in France during World War One, Gaston sent money home for the purchase of 
property, the first of many lots he bought. This successful business venture led him to the 
one that amassed his first fortune, selling burial insurance to industrial workers. Gaston had 
found his niche. The Booker T. Washington Burial Society grew steadily into the 
centrepiece of a constellation of black enterprises that included funeral homes, radio 
stations, real estate, a cemetery, bank, school and motel. As Calvin Woods remembered:
Gaston was a very smart businessman. And of course he established what we 
might call safe businesses. Businesses, which met needs of black folk. Which 
white businesses were not inclined to meet. He went into the motel business, 
because blacks couldn’t go into white motels. He got a restaurant, because blacks 
couldn't go to the white restaurants. He had a business college, because blacks 
couldn't go to the white business college. So he was meeting needs that were 
prevalent in the black community because of racism and segregation.
Equally important to Birmingham's African-American community was the role-played 
by black professional^ like Arthur Shores. A 1927 graduate of Talledega College, Shores 
spent ten years as a principal of a faculty at the University of Kansas and in 1937 began
 ^^  ^  August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, Black Detroit and the Rise of the UAW.
^Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p. 49.
Glenn Eskew, "But For Birmingham," p. 16. See also Bobby M. Wilson, Race and Place 
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a full-time law pract ice/For  three decades Shores' name appeared on every school and 
university integration suit filed by the NAACP in Alabama as well as on suits integrating 
buses, parks, and public buildings/Shores’ role in the NAACP, moreover, extended 
far beyond the courtroom. He regarded litigation as a crucial means of building popular 
support for the association, and he became fully involved in every aspect of its activities. 
He raised funds, spoke at branch meetings, headed the Birmingham Branch for a time, 
and served as president of the state-wide organisation, the Alabama State Co-ordinating 
Association for Voter Registration. In short. Shores' career as a lawyer and activist 
formed the most important strand of the complex fabric that made up the civil rights 
movement in Birmingham.
When it came down to things of a civil rights nature, Arthur Shores was the 
man. He was a pioneer attorney, took those kinds of cases. Understand that he 
was not accorded all the due respect that he should have been accorded at the 
time. But he endured. He was a steadfast rugged committed professional.
That's why in those early days before they had a civil rights struggle, Arthur 
Shores was out there, trying to fight cases, working for the NAACP in those 
early days.
At a time when Affican Americans were excluded fi’om white commercial areas, black 
businesses fulfilled an important need in the community. It is not surprising, therefore, to 
find that black professionals, for the most part, provided leadership in the community. 
Doctors, dentists and pharmacists, although few in number (black doctors and dentists 
actually declined in number during the 1930s and 1940s) were educated, organised and 
economically independent. In fact for the first decade of its existence, the offices of
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president and secretary of the Birmingham NAACP were held by a dentist and doctor. 
Businessmen in the chapter were an influential, vocal and highly visible element in the 
area. Thus, the organisation first addressed their interests."^ For example, it promoted 
black business by establishing the Greater Negro Business League, through which the 
branch attempted to encourage the organisation of new business and to strengthen existing 
businesses by encouraging them to use accountants.
A social gulf, however, separated the leaders of the Birmingham branch from the black 
working classes, inhibiting the NAACP's ability to attract popular support in its early years. 
In their struggle to achieve wealth and status, moreover, black professions tended towards 
elitism and clannishness and wore their learning proudly. Furthermore, "aspects of lower 
class black culture that white folklorists celebrated, educated blacks looked upon with 
embarrassed disapproval. During the 1930s, the local NAACP made no effort to recruit 
poor blacks, and looked askance at individuals who showed up to NAACP meetings in 
overalls. Thus, while the Communist-led International Labour Defense claimed two 
hundred black members in January 1931, the Birmingham Branch of the NAACP reported 
only six dues-paying members. The local branch was almost a caricature of the "closed 
corporation" described by Gunnar Myrdal.^^^
Yet by the time Myrdal's views found their way into An American Dilemma, published in 
1944, his analysis was already out of date. The NAACP's national membership had 
increased almost tenfold and was approaching the half-million mark. New branches were 
sprouting like mushrooms, and in most big cities throughout the South, working class 
blacks gained representation on branch committees, sometimes winning outright control. In 
Birmingham, a two-year struggle resulted in a group of younger blacks, taking over the
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123leadership. The spectacular growth of the NAACP during the 1940s is usually attributed 
to the Second World War, which had a dramatic effect on the outlook and behaviour of 
African Americans. Yet the cycle of growth in Birmingham started before the war. The 
leadership shift that took place in Birmingham was closely linked to the explosion of labour 
militancy associated with the rise of the Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO). The 
growth of industrial unionism in the late 1930s transformed the political climate and to 
some extent radicalised the black working class. The NAACP was a direct beneficiary of 
this political awakening.
Unlike Birmingham, black business and professional classes in Detroit had existed as far 
back as the late nineteenth-century. Migration during World War One created an industrial 
class consumer base that enabled twentieth century black business and professional classes 
to thrive far above those of the late nineteenth-centuiy. Less than a decade after the first 
migration wave, these classes pointed with pride to a number of business and professional 
accomplishments that resulted from catering to a mostly black clientele. There was H. S. 
Ferguson, the first black to establish a chain of restaurants in Detroit. One of the largest 
modem garages in Detroit was owned and operated by a black man, Charles C. Diggs, the 
late father of Congressmen Diggs, Jr of Detroit, started an undertaking business in 1922. 
Two years later, he owned the largest black funeral home in Detroit. Hoteleier A. G. 
Wight made his fortune through his ownership of Detroit's Hotel Gotham, known for 
providing luxurious accommodation to black travellers who were closed out of Detroit's 
white-owned hotels.
AFL organizer L. C. Britt held the office of president for two terms from December 
1944 to December 1946. Members elected to the executive board in 1945 included: J. J. 
Green (AFL), Rufus Jones (Colored Carpenters Union), Heniy White (United Transport 
Services Employees of America), H. L. Sanders (Local 1490 International Longshoremen's 
Association) and A. J. Varcel (Bricklayer's Union). All cited in "Report of Election of 
Officers, Birmingham Branch," December 7,1944 (LUC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series 
C, Box 287, Folder: Election Reports.
"Letter to Roy Wilkins from Emory Jackson," January 15,1945 (LUC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series C, Box 1, Folder: Birmingham 1945-1946.
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Richard W. Thomas, Life For Us is What We Make It. p. 201,
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Black hospitals met a two-fold need: the rising medical demands of the expanding black 
community and an institutional base of operations for black medical professionals. The 
latter need was particularly crucial since black doctors were having such a difficult time 
obtaining internships in white hospitals. The first black hospital in Detroit was the Mercy 
Hospital, which was founded by Dr David Northcross in 1917. A year later, a group of 
black doctors incorporated the Dunbar Hospital Association which later changed its name 
to Parkside Hospital. Black hospitals created more jobs than any other secular institutions. 
In 1943, it was estimated that they furnished employment for more than 400 blacks. Of all 
of the secular institutions to emerge during the inter-war years, the black hospitals were 
probably some of the more stable and permanent ones. Few other institutions provided as 
essential a service as these medical institutions.
Much like the black hospitals, black-owned savings and loan Associations and insurance 
companies were set up in response to the racial discrimination practised by their white 
counterparts. Most white companies did not give blacks as good a policy as whites because 
the former were considered bad risks. Black insurance companies therefore, filled the gap 
by providing blacks with good coverage. Detroit was home to two of the nation's largest 
black-owned financial institutions: the Great Lakes Mutual Life Insurance Company and 
the Home Federal Savings and Loan Association. Complementing the black insurance 
companies in such functions were the small loan businesses. The Michigan People's 
Finance Company, Watson Enterprises and the St. Antoine Branch of the Michigan Mutual 
Saving Association aided many black workers during the 1920s in financing the purchase 
of homes. Given the crucial position of black businessmen and professionals in the black 
community, it is not at all surprising to find that this group had a very close relationship 
with the local NAACP. These businesses supplied the funds, secretarial help and even 
underwrote certain p ro jec ts . In  fact, for a dozen years beginning in the late 1920s the 
local organisation was headed by executives of Detroit's leading black insurance enterprise, 
the Great Lakes Mutual Insurance Company.
Richard W. Thomas, "The Black Urban Experience in Detroit," p. 306.
Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, p. 189; Richard W. Thomas, "The 
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The most significant development to emerge out of the second migration of southern blacks 
to Detroit was the voice of black working-class leaders. During the 1930s and early 1940s, 
a series of strikes by black workers set in motion the expansion and transformation of 
traditional black protest. In 1943 and 1944, black industrial workers engaged in several so- 
called wildcat strikes as protests against various forms of racial discrimination against 
blacks in the plants. In March 1943, 600 black male workers walked out of the Chrysler 
Highland Park plant to protest against the working conditions of black women. Several 
weeks later, black male workers at the Jefferson Avenue plant walked out in protest at 
similar working conditions faced by black women. In November 1944,3,000 black workers 
at the Packard Motor Company went on strike to protest against the walkout of white 
workers who were themselves protesting against the upgrading of four black workers. After 
a meeting with management and union officials involving, in part, a promise to address 
pressing racial problems, the black workers returned. They were key voices in the vanguard 
of the coalition of labour, religious and civic organisations that supported the black 
community's struggles for equal employment and housing. Meier and Rudwick put it this 
way: "black union leaders such as [Thomas] Hardin, [Horace] Sheffield, and [Shelton] 
Tappes emerged as important community spokesmen in their own right.
The local NAACP under the leadership of then President McClendon, aware of this 
growing importance of black unionists, consciously sought a broad base for the local 
branch in the black community. In 1937, the executive board included not only people like 
the Thompsons, conservative businessmen Louis Blount and Carlton Gaines, and YMCA 
Secretary Wilbur Woodson, but also the Reverends Malcolm Dade and Horace White, and 
one black UAW member. Prince Clark. Moreover, attorney Robert Evans elected branch 
secretary in 1938, was a prominent member of the local National Negro Congress, in whose 
founding he had played a leading role. Quite naturally the presence of a few pro-labour 
people on the Board helped the branch in membership campaigns, despite the conservative 
tilt of its policies. "Under pressure from Local 600 leaders like Shelton Tappes and Horace 
Sheffield the NAACP and the Urban League became more militant and a c t i v e . I n  1943,
Ibid., pp. 113-14. See also Kevin Boyle, The UAW and the Hevdav of American 
Liberalism 1945-1968 (New York: Cornell University Press, 1995), p. 115.
Richard Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein, "Opportunities Found and Lost: Labor, 
Radicals, and the Eraly Civil Rights Movement, " Journal of American Historv (December
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black workers within the Detroit NAACP had formed their own labour committee, which 
staged a major demonstration that same year to draw attention to the grievances of black 
workers, both men and women.
Notwithstanding the strong presence of the Labour Committee within the local NAACP 
branch, black working-class members increased their numbers, but still had no function 
within a traditional community building framework governed by the black professional and 
business classes. Leadership within the NAACP still came from traditional strata: lawyers, 
ministers, doctors and teachers. Left-wing unionists like Shelton Tappes openly criticised 
what they deemed the branch's indifference to labour problems, and in December 1942 pro 
labour advocate. Reverend Charles Hill, challenged McClendon for the presidency. Hill 
claimed that McClendon catered chiefly to the black elite and ignored the working masses. 
Hill ran a strong campaign with Bron Simmons and Shelton Tappes acting very visibly on 
his behalf. Many of McClendon's supporters were, indeed, of the old guard. The draft 
McClendon Committee was peopled chiefly by individuals like Bradby, Mamie Thompson 
and Booker T. Washington, Trade Association leaders Rev. William Peck and Carlton 
Gains. In the hotly contested election. Hill was overwhelmingly defeated.
Politics of Gender
Six years after white women won the right to vote, a Birmingham black school teacher, 
Indiana Little, led a predominantly female crowd of one thousand to the steps of Jefferson 
County courthouse and demanded an immediate end to black disenfranchisement. City 
officials refused to hear the arguments and arrested her for vagrancy. The refusal of the 
Jefferson County Board of Registrars to permit the registration of the women inflamed 
blacks and prompted several mass meetings as well as branch discussions. In the next 
decade, the NAACP devoted significant resources to fighting for voting rights and
1988), Vol. 75, No. 3, pp. 786-811.
Richard W. Thomas Life For Us is What We Make I t  p. 247.
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eliminating racial zoning. In the autumn of 1936, W. C. Patton, a schoolteacher, and Arthur 
Shores, an NAACP lawyer organised the Jefferson County Negro Democratic Club.
However, African-American women were far more active in the Communist Party than 
they were in the Birmingham NAACP. The character of the party's early work was 
especially important in terms of drawing women into the fold of the radical movement; 
women who often proved more militant than their male comrades. Had the Party 
concentrated exclusively on organising the unorganised in basic industries, black and white 
women would probably have been relegated to supporting trade union auxiliaries. The 
neighbourhood relief committees became the key organisations for attracting black women 
to the Communist Party. Through the neighbourhood committees and unemployed 
councils, women fought against evictions and foreclosures. With the leadership of the 
Communist Party, unemployed black women surprised white police officers and 
government officials with militant tactics and mass demonstrations in their urgent quest to 
obtain welfare relief. Their efforts were critical in shaping party policy. "The relief 
campaign was crucial to the formation of a local cadre, serving, especially, to increase the 
number of black female members, who often proved more militant than their male 
comrades.
Women took the lead in the relief committees, often because they were the most affected by 
the economic downturn. According to the 1930 census, approximately 82 percent of black 
female wage earners were engaged in domestic service. Black female domestics
Christopher Scribner, "The Quiet Revolution," p. 67. African-American Women joined 
the Birmingham NAACP in the first instance through the Youth unit. "Application for 
Charter Alabama City Youth Council NAACP," February 8, 1944 (LUC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2 Series E, Box 112, Folder: Charter Applications Ala-Communist 1941-1955. 
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experienced lay-offs, speed-ups, and wage cuts because of the overall cutbacks in the use of 
paid household labour. Wages were so low during the 1930s that many women earned just 
enough to pay their rent and lived day to day on the food they took from their employer's 
kitchens. The lack of domestic work was compounded by the dearth of wider employment 
opportunities for women. Dominated by the steel, iron, ore and coal mining industries of 
the Birmingham-Bessemer industrial complex, most other avenues for employment were 
closed to black working women. For example, in 1940 white women were over nine times 
as numerous as black women in the white collar sector in relation to the proportion of the 
total female employed persons.
Historians who have discussed the work of the Housewives League of Detroit (HLD) point 
to the black women's club movement as its direct predecessor. Although the club 
movement did serve as a training ground for many of the League's initial organisers, the 
Housewives League encompassed a new generation of female activists who were 
increasingly politicised and more interested in building coalitions within the African- 
American community than in "uplifting" their white working-class sisters. The central 
platform of the Housewives League was the expansion of the job market for African 
Americans, a programme that acted as a bridge across class interests and ideologies. The 
League worked mainly through its booster committees, which conducted house to house 
canvasses in black neighbourhoods on behalf of local black merchants and black-made 
products. It urged black housewives to "Think! Think! Think! Before you give your 
business to any place.... Can't you see the need of keeping as much as possible [of] your 
little money in the hands of your own race?
Charles Lee Joiner, "An Analysis of the Employment Patterns of Minority Groups in the 
Alabama Economy, 1940-1960" (PhD Dissertation, University of Alabama, 1968), p. 35.
In her article, "The Housewives League of Detroit: Black Women and Economic 
Nationalism" in Nancy Hewitt and Suzanne Lebsock (editors). Visible Women: New 
Essavs on American Activism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993), Darlene Clark 
Hine argues "the organizing activities of the Housewives' League of Detroit were logical 
outgrowths of the national black women's club movement that flourished throughout the 
opening decades of the twentieth century" p. 225.
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This militant black consciousness raising rarely went beyond certain express purposes of 
the HLD, one of which stated that it was not a protest organisation. However, the HLD did 
send committees to urge white stores located in black neighbourhoods that did not hire 
blacks to do so. If they changed their policy and hired blacks, they were not bothered; if 
they refused, the HLD picketed the stores until they hired blacks or went out of business. 
The boosters' militant campaign worked wonders for black business and black 
professionals. As early as 1933 the majority of black merchants in the city had benefited 
from their efforts. Toward the end of the Depression many black business and professional 
people claimed that the HLD and the boosters were responsible not only for their 
tremendous growth, but also for helping them to remain in business during the Depression. 
Despite its success and prominence, the Housewives' League represented only a fraction of 
African-American activism during the Great Depression.
There is very little secondary literature on black women in the auto industry, either before 
or after World War Two.^ "^  ^ Whatever evidence there is, suggests that black women in 
Detroit could find almost no work in the automobile industry when it first began to recruit 
women workers. African-American women were also excluded from the emerging sector 
of female white-collar work. The 1910 census identifies no African-American female 
telephone operators, only one saleswoman, three clerks and ten clerical workers. Front 
1910 to 1930 black women comprised the majority of women employed in the largest and
Respectability," p. 332.
Victoria Wolcott, "Remaking Respectability," p. 333.
The existing sources on female autoworkers focus primarily on white women and on the 
moment when they were being forced out of the industry at the end of World War Two. See 
Ruth Milkman, "Rosie the Riverter Revisited: Management's Postwar Purge of Women 
Automobile Workers" in Nelson Lichtenstein and Stephen Meyer (editors). On the Line: 
Essavs on the Historv of Auto Work (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989) and Nancy 
Gabin, "They Have Placed a Penalty on Womanhood: The Protest Actions of Women 
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Vol. 8, No. 2.
Only 74 of 280 establishments in the industry using female labour employed black 
women, who made up 3 per cent of the total labour force. General motors employed 407 
black women, which was 11.1.per cent of its total female work force, but they were 
employed in only 113 of the 22 plants using women workers. Out of the 115 Chrysler 
plants using women, only 7 used black women, but they comprised 10.4 per cent of its total 
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lowest paying non-industrial occupations, such as domestic and personal service. Black 
women worked in department stores, in meat packinghouses, in cleaning industries such as 
laundries and dye-houses, and in larger numbers in hotels and restaurants.
During World War Two, African-American women were the very last resources to be 
tapped by the war industries. Not even the Ford Motor Company was eager to hire them. 
The personnel office at Willow Run began hiring white women in the spring of 1942. Black 
women had to wait until December, and then only a few received jobs. The same situation 
prevailed at other plants. In January 1943, fifty leading war production plants in Detroit had 
women workers, but only nineteen hired black women. Even after they were hired in 
defence industries, black women faced an uphill battle. White male workers often harassed 
their women co-workers and reacted even more vehemently to the double affront to their 
racial and gender privileges when firms hired black women to work beside them. At 
Packard, whites walked out on a hate strike in 1943 when three black women were placed 
as drill operators. Members of the UAW-CIO Interracial Committee attempted to intervene, 
but the white workers refused to return to work. The strike was only resolved after 
management took the black women off their jobs.
Whereas in Birmingham, African-American women turned to the Communist Party in 
substantial numbers, black women in Detroit turned to the organised labour movement, for 
example, black hotel maids were among the first women workers to protest against bad 
working conditions. In February 1939, black maids who had joined Local 705 of the Hotel 
and Restaurant Workers Union of the AFL just a few years earlier, walked out of the Reid 
Hotel and left stranded two hundred guests because the management refused to raise their 
wages to $60 a month minimum. Such a demonstration of defiance and empowerment by 
black hotel maids, considered by many as humble and powerless, could not but have 
impressed both the traditional black leadership and the powerful white hotel industry. As 
one African-American woman recalled:
Victoria Wolcott, "Remaking Respectability," p. 143.
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I got involved in the labour movement because I was getting the run around from 
a lot of people. And I went to the union and said, "They're not treating me fairly," 
and they started working on my case. If I wanted to apply for a different job they 
would have some excuse to keep me from doing it if it was more money. So I got 
tired of it, so I got real active in the union. As a matter of fact, I was an 
international rep for the union for several years because they discriminated 
against me.
The Black Church
The black church had been the most important institution in the black community since 
slavery times. The church was the only place where blacks felt they could exercise their 
religious freedom. As African Americans migrated into Birmingham, the church served not 
only their moral and spiritual needs but also remained in the forefront when they 
established institutions to meet their physical and secular needs in a segregated city. As the 
central institution in the community, the church supported and enhanced the other 
institutions established by African Americans in the city. Besides hosting regular meetings 
that included several worship services on Sunday, plus prayer meeting on a weeknight and 
church auxiliary meetings for choirs, ushers, and the missionary society, churches were the 
places of special meetings by such groups as the Masons, Phythians, Elks as well as the 
NAACP.^^  ^For many African Americans still, the church continued to be the main social 
centre. Most of the activities in the African-American church took on a social dimension. 
Churches sponsored fashion shows, plays, debates, banquets, picnics, and dinners. As 
Reverend Abraham Woods recalled: "you can't talk about entertainment without talking 
about the church. " ^
With continued African-American migration into the city, the number of churches 
increased rapidly. Among the denominations, the Baptists expanded the most. A Works
Gwendolyn Ruth Edwards in Elaine Latzman Moon, Untold Tales. Unsung Heroes, p. 
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Progress Association (WPA) survey of African-American churches in Birmingham and 
Jefferson County in 1939 showed clearly the primacy of the Baptist church among African 
Americans. According to the study, there were a total of 314 African-American Baptist 
churches out of a total of 429 African-American churches in the city and county. One 
reason for the rapid growth of Baptist churches was that recent migrants to the city formed 
numerous churches of that denomination. Just as blacks owned the church buildings, so 
they also exerted some control over the ministers who wielded an economic independence 
from whites - an independence uncommon for most blacks. Pastors led both the churches 
and the wider African-American community. They were close to the people, commanded 
their respect, and enjoyed the freedom to engage in community leadership. 160
As in southern cities, the black church in Detroit was a mainstay of community organising 
and reform. It primarily evolved in response to the unwillingness of white churches to 
address the social and spiritual needs of their black congregations. The white churches' 
rejection forced blacks to develop an institution that became the cornerstone of most 
northern black urban communities. For example, church basements were used as black 
public schools, while chapels were used for both preaching and political gatherings. 
Furthermore, as in Birmingham, black churches in Detroit were "all-purpose " institutions, 
serving the overall needs of an exclusively black population. In the decades before the 
appearance of the NAACP and the Urban League, black churches assumed the bulk of the 
responsibility for the welfare of black Detroiters. The city's oldest religious base provided 
the institutional and spiritual core of the city's evolving black community.
In particular, three churches provided the institutional core of the evolving black 
community: the Second Baptist Church, established in 1836; the Bethel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, founded in 1839; and St. Mathew's Church, founded as a Protestant
158 "WPA Report of Churches in Birmingham and Jefferson County," Undated, 
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Episcopal mission in 1846. As the three black denominations developed after 1850, certain 
class distinctions emerged with each membership. St. Mathew's Episcopal Church with no 
more than ten percent of the total black membership, established a reputation for catering to 
Detroit's black professional class. Its small membership consisted of doctors and attorneys 
who were led by highly educated black clergymen. The black middle class of Detroit, who 
composed of factory workers, carpenters, teamsters, tailors, janitors, laundresses and cooks 
who belonged to the Bethel AME Church.
Occupying the bottom rung of the social class structure was the Second Baptist Church. 
The Baptist Church was the largest denomination among Detroit blacks and experienced its 
greatest growth when southern migrants made their way northward between 1915 and 
1926. Most of these recent arrivals joined the Second Baptist. Beginning in 1914 when 
large numbers of blacks started to settle in Detroit, the Second Baptist Church under 
Reverend Robert L. Bradby started preparing for the incoming southern migrants. A 
committee of his church carried on "an extensive social service program to aid the 
newcomers in their adjustment to the problems of Detroit urban life."^ ^  ^ Soon other 
churches were following the lead of the Second Baptist. As they found themselves 
confi*onted with thousands of southern migrants, these churches began shifting increasingly 
to social and community functions.
From its organisation in 1912, the Detroit branch of the NAACP maintained exceedingly 
close ties with St. Mathew's and the Second Baptist Church. The branch relied heavily on 
the preachers during the membership drives; kick-off meetings for the annual campaigns 
were ordinarily held in these two churches, and their pastors, like many others, used the 
pulpit to help the NAACP leaders build their membership. St. Mathew's rector, Robert
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Bragnell, was branch president in 1919-1920, before joining the Association's national 
staff, while Rev. Robert Brady led the branch, in 1925-26.
Generation Politics
The NAACP planned a campaign for youth council affiliation in the South throughout the 
early 1930s, but it was not until March 1937 that the National Board of the Association 
approved the new constitution for youth councils. Vigorous programmes for black youth 
nevertheless remained non-existent within the NAACP. As early as 1937, Goodman 
complained to national NAACP youth director Juanita Jackson that "the work of the Junior 
NAACP here is not what it should be," and Goodman expressed plans to revitalise 
Birmingham's defunct youth councils. No doubt some of the sympathisers from the 
NAACP were dissatisfied with the Association's student and youth programme in the South 
and hoped that young blacks might find some organised expression of their concern for 
racial justice in the Southern Negro Youth Congress. Individual NAACP members 
participated in SNYC councils, offering advice and even serving as sponsors or endorsers 
of youth congress conferences.
The SNYC, existed for twelve years (1937-49), established over twenty councils in 
southern cities and represented a variety of groups including domestic workers, farm hands, 
sharecroppers, factory workers, college professors, high school teachers, fratemal clubs and 
religious societies. Engaging in numerous activities, SNYC activists led boycotts against 
discriminatory merchants, registered hundreds of African-American youth votes, organised 
workers into unions, and held conferences throughout the South for the benefit of African 
Americans. In Johnetta Gladys Richards' opinion, these young people "created and upheld 
this league as representatives of the militant black youth of the 1930s and 1940s.
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Sometimes the NAACP viewed the tactics suggested by the Youth Congress as too 
extreme. In late January 1938, the Youth Congress telegrammed Juanita Jackson of the 
Youth Branch of the NAACP, suggesting that the main weakness of the anti-lynch 
campaign was the lack of national demonstrative action by youth. Edward Strong, 
organisational secretary of the SNYC, proposed a huge youth demonstration in 
Washington. Jackson responded by wire the same day indicating that no major 
demonstration should be planned and that young people should be encouraged to send 
messages to local senators instead.
Despite the differences in approach between SNYC and the NAACP, co-operation was 
maintained and information frequently shared. The different styles of these organisations 
did not hinder their co-operation for mutual goals. In the 1940s, the SNYC began to shed 
its youth-orientated image, strengthening its ties with black social and fraternal clubs and 
mainstream black political organisations, particularly the NAACP, which proved to be a 
welcome ally to the SNYC.^ "^^  In June 1940, SNYC launched its campaign with a mass 
Right to Vote rally at Birmingham's Sixth Avenue Baptist Church. The audience of several 
hundred, most of whom were black, listened to speeches by local NAACP leaders, CIO 
organisers, educators, and SYNC activists suggesting ways to proceed. Later in 1943, the 
Greater Birmingham Negro Youth Conference organised under the auspices of the SNYC 
and the NAACP, adopted resolutions against Jim Crow seating on buses, street cars and
trains.
In contrast to the early inactivity of the Birmingham NAACP youth unit, the Detroit Youth 
Councils had become the most active in the country. By 1938, the motor city boasted half a 
dozen such units in as many black neighbourhoods, co-ordinated under a Central Youth
Johnetta Gladys Richards, "The Southern Negro Youth Congress," p. 78.
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Committee by the dynamic Gloster Current, future NAACP national director of branches. 
They consisted of college students and workers in their early twenties as well as some high 
school youth. Their most outstanding leader was west side Council President Horace 
Sheffield, who had followed his father into the Ford River Rouge foundry while attending 
college part time. At first, the principal activity of these youth councils was to conduct 
public forums where wide ranges of issues was debated. As early as the spring of 1938, an 
interest in unionism was evident; one public debate was on the topic "Resolved That 
Negroes Should Join Labour Unions." In the summer they were launching a "Job 
Opportunities Campaign," picketing and boycotting several white-owned ghetto stores that 
refused to hire blacks. By the next spring, they had secured thirty-four jobs in this way. 178
Undoubtedly, the adult branch, which was firmly aligned to the Ford Motor Company, 
found this most disturbing. As Gloster Current reported in the official magazine of the 
NAACP, "The Detroit senior branch for a while looked askance at youth council 
activity. Often, the attitude of the seniors was "quell and control the youth councils lest 
they wreck the Association."^^ Complaining to the NAACP's National Youth Director in 
February 1941, council leaders noted that on several occasions the senior branch either 
forbade outright or refused to assist projects involving picketing, petition signing, or other 
militant forms of protest. Given the youthful spirit and the challenge that the councils posed 
for their more conservative elders, they provided an important thrust during the Ford Strike 
ofl941.'^'
The UAW struck at Ford on April 1, 1941 and tried, without effect, to contact black 
workers to convince them to join the union. Although many were privately sympathetic, 
only a few openly joined. The following day Ford management recruited black workers as 
strike breakers. Even though a large body of strike-breakers had responded to appeals and 
left the Rouge, a thousand or more still remained in the plant and with the UAW-AFL 
encouraging others to return to work, the situation on the night of April 2 was exceedingly
August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, Black Detroit and the Rise of the UAW. pp. 81-2. 
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volatile. At this juncture Horace Sheffield brought the NAACP Detroit youth councils into 
action, providing dramatic support for the union's efforts to empty the Rouge and defuse the 
mounting racial hostility. Without consulting McClendon or the adult branch's executive 
board, Sheffield secured a UAW-CIO sound car, and at a meeting at midnight April 2, the 
youth unit ratified his plan to broadcast appeals in the name of the NAACP urging the black 
strike-breakers to leave the plant. Circling the Rouge plant several times and then driving 
through black residential and business neighbourhoods, the youths urged black workers not 
to "let themselves be used to ferment trouble that will affect every colored person in 
Detroit." While the appeal failed to persuade the strike-breakers to leave the factory, the 
youth councils undoubtedly helped to undermine the back-to-work campaign.
The Black Press
As the Afiican-American community increasingly took on the attributes of an entirely 
separate world in the South, the function of the black press grew in importance. It became 
the medium through which the yearnings of the race were expressed, the platform fi-om 
which Afiican-American leaders could speak, the co-ordinator of mass action which 
African Americans felt compelled to take, and a major instrument by which many African 
Americans were educated about public affairs. During World War Two, the black 
newspaper came into its own. It encouraged African Americans to move to industrial 
centres in search of work, it urged support of the war, and it also led in the fight for 
complete integration of blacks into American life.^ '^^  In fact, black newspapers prepared 
the soil for the NAACP's growth in Alabama. Virtually all-literate blacks read at least one 
paper a week, and many read more than one. Foremost among them was the Birmingham 
World. Not only did its distribution serve as important lines of communication in the 
Afiican-American community, but it provided the NAACP with priceless free publicity, 
and its news coverage and militant editorials helped to mould the political and racial 
consciousness of two generations. As William Battle recalled of the Birmingham World:
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Relationship between the paper and the NAACP was really great. If it had not 
been for the Birmingham World, a lot of us wouldn't have heard about it. The 
Birmingham News publication and the Birmingham Age Herald would not have 
written anything about it. There was another newspaper called the Birmingham 
Post. They were all the same frequency, the same wavelength. They would write 
about blacks - Negro was the name that was spelled with a small 'n'. They let it 
be known when a Negro committed a crime.
In fact no leader in Alabama made more important contributions to the awakening of 
blacks in the forties and fifties than the editor of the Birmingham World. Emory Jackson. 
Bom September 8, 1908 in Buena Vista, Georgia, Jackson moved with his family to 
Birmingham in 1919. He attended Moorehouse College in Atlanta where in 1931 he 
became the first president of the newly organised Moorehouse Student Body. Graduating 
from Moorehouse in 1932, he first taught at Carver High School in Dothan, Alabama, then 
at Westfield High in Jefferson County. In 1934, Jackson became managing editor of the 
Birmingham World. He was an active member of Sardis Baptist Church and stalwart in the 
Alabama Branch of the NAACP. As one activist remembered: "Emory was not the 
activist in the sense to get out there in the community and demonstrated, but his pen was 
powerful. With the pen he really denounced racism, segregation and discrimination in no 
uncertain terms.
Th® Detroit Tribune and the Michigan Chronicle combined represented the black press in 
Detroit. Black newspapers in Detroit tended to be the most influential institutions in 
shaping black social consciousness and inculcating the collective black mind with the spirit 
of black self-help. Indeed they represented the only means of communication beyond the 
information gathering social centres such as barber shops, poolrooms, and churches. They 
also served to expand a sense of community among diverse groups of blacks. At times, they
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tended to favour those social classes that bought advertising, but they at least addressed 
major problems facing the black community as a whole.
Since white businesses had not made it a practice to advertise much in the black press, 
economic realities were such that black newspapers had to depend on the black bourgeois. 
The only hope that the Tribune had for survival during the 1930s was to cater to those 
social and economic groups that could buy space. In fact, it was almost "a mouthpiece for 
the business and professional people. As expected, most of the news items and editorials 
focused upon church-related and professional functions, conventions and activities, the 
NAACP, and the Booker T. Washington Trade Association. The Detroit Tribune also 
covered membership drives for the NAACP and the Urban League, which proved essential 
for the survival of these organisations. Though it was initially conservative on issues 
related to industry and labour, the Tribune contributed its share to raising black 
consciousness in Detroit on several key social issues. The paper reported racial 
discrimination of all types in its pages, as well as heroic black struggle to counter such 
discrimination. The Tribune also encouraged blacks to vote and stressed black economic 
development. Between 1933 and 1945, hardly an issue of any relevance to the political, 
social and economic development of the black community escaped its attention.
In contrast to the explicit Detroit Tribune pro-industry and pro-black capitalism stance, the 
Michigan Chronicle, was primarily of a pro-labour focus. The Michigan Chronicle was set 
up by a well-established newspaper publisher whose fortunes were not directly tied to the 
pro-industry orientation of the Detroit black leadership. The Chronicle therefore had the 
advantage of riding into town on the crest of industrial unionism. In 1936, John H. 
Sengstacke, a black Chicago publisher, realised that Detroit was becoming a labour town 
and that the UAW were on the move. He sent Louis Martin, to Detroit to change the former 
Detroit edition of the Chicago Defender into a full-scale local paper, the Michigan
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Chronicle. Under the editorship of Martin, the newspaper consciously developed along 
more New Deal and union sympathies.
Other Organisations in the Local Community
Organised Labour
Several historians have correctly argued that organised labour in Birmingham as elsewhere 
in the South, became a tool to maintain white supremacy, which then had the effect of 
undermining any vestige of hope for job security for black workers. Historian Henry M. 
McKiven, argues that white workers, unskilled and skilled alike, gained political power in 
the 1920s by linking their workday concerns with social and cultural conservatism. The 
union of skilled and unskilled white workers, McKiven claims, forestalled overtures 
towards black workers as political allies. Unions created job classifications, which whites 
used to retain a superior position above black workers. The victories of the United 
Mmeworkers (UMW), International Union of Mine Mill and Smelter Workers (Mine Mill) 
and the Steel Workers Organizing Committee (SWOC) during the 1930s, however, 
represented a significant achievement in Birmingham's labour history. Recognising the 
critical part racial division played in the relationship between capital and labour, labour 
leaders struggled mightily in the 1930s to find a way to bring blacks into the labour 
movement. They knew that they must persuade black and white workers that only through 
some form of biracial unionism would all workers regain the power to free themselves from 
dependence on employers. ^
In 1933, the United Mine Workers deployed black and white organisers in the Alabama 
coal fields and enlisted all miners under the National Recovery Act. It emphasised the 
importance of interracial solidarity and pushed constantly for shared leadership in UMW
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196locals. Since blacks comprised the majority of Alabama miners, UMW organisers 
developed racially mixed chapters as a standard practice, and usually arranged for members 
of both races to serve as officers, with a white as president and a black as vice president or 
other official. Elevated to a staff position was Walter Jones, a black miner whose 
thundering rhetoric for the UMW in the coal fields in 1933 and 1934 inspired many miners, 
black and white to join the union. Until his death in 1936, Jones was one of the most 
influential and respected men among blacks in Birmingham. By 1934, more than twenty 
thousand coal miners in Alabama had joined the UMW.^^  ^ At a time when virtually all 
middle-class African-American organisations were anti-union, one NAACP field worker 
who visited Birmingham in 1922 "believed it to be one of the greatest social movements of 
our times and we give it our unqualified support.
After the success of the UMW in 1933, Mine Mill and Smelter Workers (Mine Mill) 
responded to the call and moved into the district, directing a strike supported by nearly all 
ore miners in May 1934. Although boasting a membership of 80 percent black men, the 
interracial Mine Mill followed a policy of gradualism similar to that adopted by the UMW. 
The umon divided its elected offices fifty-fifty, black-white, in an appeal to racial harmony. 
Despite being ostracised for joining a "nigger union," many white ore miners overcame 
racism and struggled for biracial industrial democracy. Indeed, Robin Kelley claims that 
"more blacks were elected to leadership position within Mine Mill than any other CIO 
union, and its policy of racial egalitarianism remained unmatched. Even after the defeat 
of Mine Mill in workplace representation elections in the Birmingham area in 1949-1950, 
the union continued to be heavily involved in civil rights activity. In Bessemer, large
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numbers of Mine Mill members joined the NAACP chapter, taking it over and carrying out 
an aggressive series of civil rights activities throughout the early 1950s/°^ As Abraham 
Woods recalled:
They were important here to because they were organised. Once the mine union 
became strong they were able to impact and bring about change. Better Jobs for 
blacks and that sort of thing. The mining conditions were notorious at that time 
see. Blacks always had the worst positions, which exposed them to the greatest 
danger. The unions, mining union and such kind, especially the socialists' 
wherever they infiltrated were hot beds of protest.
Those organising the steel mills also recognised the necessity of inter-racialism. The United 
Steel Workers (USW) had learned fi"om its history in Birmingham that unless blacks were 
brought into the union, the companies would exploit racial job competition to defeat it. 
Success came in 1937 with the formation of the local Steel Workers Organising Committee 
(SWOC), guided initially by William Mitch who encouraged the new steel locals to install 
interracial leadership. As historian Robert J. Norrell comments, the SWOC's success 
represented a signal achievement. It demonstrated that black and white southerners could 
put aside their racial differences, stand firm against powerful forces trying to divide them, 
and pursue successfully their common economic interests.^ ®^  Indeed, Birmingham blacks 
tended to view SWOC's campaign as a crusade for racial justice. As early as January 1937, 
the NAACP organised several rallies in support of SWOC, and a handful of Birmingham's 
most prominent black clergymen offered church space for union meetings.^^  ^ In fact, "by 
1937 the local NAACP and the CIO leadership were firmly allied.
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black had in Detroit was Henry Ford. As Louis Martin observed, "The prevailing sentiment 
among race people in Detroit favours Ford policies," rather than the UAW.^’^
Indeed, the experience of black workers at Ford was of more than passing significance.^*"^  
Of all of the companies that were beginning to hire blacks during the war and post-war 
periods, Henry Ford was unique in the wide range of opportunities he offered African- 
American blue-collar workers. Since the early 1920s, they were in all manufacturing 
departments and in some supervisory positions. Not only were many blacks on assembly 
lines, but also others were employed in laboratories and drafting rooms; as bricklayers, 
crane operators, and mechanics; and in such highly skilled trades as electricians and tool- 
and-die makers.^By 1921, Ford, unlike the majority of companies, was using black 
workers in "virtually every hourly-rated classification." With 1,675 black workers on the 
payroll. Ford was the automobile industry's largest employer of blacks.
In the early 1940s, the UAW-CIO campaign for unionisation among black industrial 
workers overcame resistance with the help of the local and national NAACP.^*  ^ The 
national NAACP led the way with a scalding editorial. Assistant Secretary, Roy Wilkins, 
attacked Father Daniels and Reverend Bradby for supporting the Ford Motor Company 
against the better interests of the working class. "The spectacle of poor preachers, 
ministering to the needs of poor people whose lot from birth to death is to labour for a 
pittance, rising to frenzied name calling defence of a billionaire manufacturer, is enough to 
make the Saviour himself weep."^*  ^Furthermore, the very visible participation of national 
secretary Walter White, Detroit branch president Dr McClendon and others in the NAACP 
on behalf of the UAW-CIO during the Ford strike of 1941, all served to counteract among 
whites the negative image that the black vote produced. UAW leaders, in turn, assured the 
local NAACP branch that they planned to work aggressively for the promotion of blacks to
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The United Automobile Workers, organised in 1935, was a potent force in the history of 
blacks in Detroit. "The UAW was crucial to the advancement of African Americans and 
other national minorities," writes one historian.It  is probably true, that relative to other 
unions, it had an admirable record of support for the black drive for equal rights and equal 
job opportunities in all her manifestations. Beginning in the last years of the Great 
Depression, industrial unions, led by the UAW, opened many locals to black membership, 
lobbied for civil rights protection and supported the hiring of black workers.Detroit's 
industrial unions also made a tremendous push for inclusion of blacks in the workplace, 
against opposition both from rank-and-file workers and corporate managers. Furthermore, 
the commitment of the UAW to retaining black workers in the post-war decades along with 
contract seniority provisions, offered blacks a foothold in automobile production.^*^
However, before World War Two, Detroit blacks comprised about fifteen percent of the 
work force and remained largely outside the industrial union movement. They lent only 
tepid support to the labour slate. The NAACP, the Urban League and the black church were 
led by members of the black community who were sceptical about the CIO and still 
orientated towards Ford and other paternalistic white elitist organisations.^* * Ford 
traditionally used the black churches and even the NAACP and the Urban League as a 
"hiring hall" in the black community, which added to his popularity among African 
Americans. ^ *^  When a black migrant from the South arrived in Detroit looking for a Ford 
job, he generally discovered that it was a good thing to get a letter from one of the black 
preachers before applying. Many of these pastors warned the migrants against listening to 
talk about unions and urged them to remember at all times that the one powerful friend the
208
210
James A. Geshwender, Class. Race and Workers Insurgencv: The League of Black 
Workers (London; Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 18.
Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, p. 27.
Thomas J. Sugrue, "The Structures of Urban Poverty," p. 98.
* Nelson Lichtenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit; Walter Reuther and the Fate 
of American Labor (New York; Basic Books 1995) p. 91.
*^^  Joyce Shaw Peterson, "Black Automobile Workers in Detroit." Joyce Shaw Peterson 
points out that not only did the Detroit Urban League function as an employment agency, 
but it also "served the interest of the Employers Association (to which all companies 
belonged) by instmcting black workers in acceptable work habits, from proper clothing to 
anti unionism," p. 178. See also August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, Black Detroit and the 
Rise of the UAW. pp. 85-9 and Heather Ann Thompson "The Politics of Labor, Race and 
Liberalism," p. 47.
110
all job categories, and they asked only for the opportunity to show that the union would do 
more for blacks than Ford. At the May 21, election the UAW-CIO won a sweeping victory, 
securing at the Rouge about seventy percent of the votes, and with that successfully 
eradicated the influence of Ford in the black community.
The Communist Party
The Depression had a tremendous impact on the black poor in Birmingham. Most residents 
developed individual and collective self-help initiatives to survive, in addition to depending 
on public and private relief, a small but significant segment of Birmingham's black 
population turned towards the Communist Party for help.^ ^  ^ In a city where the 
consequences of open resistance compelled the black poor to adopt evasive forms of 
opposition, party work was dangerous business. Yet, despite a clear knowledge of the 
dangers involved, a substantial segment of the poor black community continued to support 
Communist organisations in Birmingham because party leaders spoke directly and 
unambiguously to the jobless and working poor.^ *^
In an effort to improve conditions, as many as three to four thousand unemployed and 
working poor affiliated themselves with the Communist Party and/or its affiliates. They 
saw within the Party a venue for improving their day to day conditions in the short run, and 
possibly an essential element in achieving some form of 'deliverance' in the long run.^^^  
However, African Americans entered communist circles not as malleable vessels ready to 
be moulded by Party ideology, but rather to put their own stamp on the Party, especially
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223locally, and turned it into an important site of black working class politics. ‘ In fact, those 
"African Americans who joined the Party in the 1920s and 1930s were as much the creation 
of American communism as of Black Nationalism; as much the product of African- 
American vernacular cultures and radical traditions as of Euro-American radical 
thought.
Despite the growing influence of the Commumst Party among African Americans, the 
Party in Alabama only had a few hundred members on its rolls by the end of 1939.^ ^^  
According to Adam Fairclough, while participation in the Party may well have politicised 
many blacks, "attempts by some historians to link the work of the Communists to the civil 
rights movement of the 1960s are unconvincing. Indeed, Robin Kelley admits that "of 
course, any effort to uncover direct links between the Communist Party and the modem 
civil rights movement would be futile and might reinforce stereotypes of communists as 
conspirators. But he argues that to deny any linkages whatsoever ignores a twenty-year 
legacy of radicalism that had touched thousands of Alabamans. As the Party remained 
essentially "invisible" and its opponents made a concerted effort to erase or alter its history, 
the Communist Party's legacy is not always easy to locate in Alabama.
Nevertheless, on the eve of the so-called modem civil rights movement, a few surviving 
radicals quietly brought their experience, knowledge and experience to the organisations of 
the day.^ ^^  For example, when the Intemational Labor Defense disbanded in 1937, the 
Communist Party encouraged its activists to join the NAACP - a decision that turned out to 
be an unexpected boon to the Association.The Birmingham Branch's membership rolls 
nearly quadmpled with the sudden influx of communists and former ILD activists.^^  ^
Furthermore, the NAACP's support for an anti-lynching bill, decent housing, integration in 
the armed forces, and higher wages for black workers, as well as the right to vote, made its
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programme uncomfortably similar to the Communist Party's. Indeed, according to historian 
Robin Kelley, "the Birmingham NAACP had developed such a radical reputation that it 
began to lose some of its black middle-class membership.
A combination of eighty-one religious fraternal, business, trade union and political groups 
were represented and affiliated with the National Negro Congress (NNC) at the opening 
convention in Chicago in February of 1936. Among the contingent from Detroit was Snow 
Grisby of the Civil Rights Committee. It is difficult to know the membership of the Detroit 
branch of the Congress, but whatever the number, most of these were "the progressive 
black folks of the community" who were also tied to the labour movement.Shelton 
Tappes, who helped organise blacks into the UAW at Ford in 1941 and future Detroit 
Mayor Coleman Young were the more prominent black unionists. With its strong labour 
base, the Detroit Congress concentrated on issues relevant to the black community and 
black workers. Entering the 1940s amidst Detroit's industrial war mobilisation, they 
focused on the problem of rent control and the upgrading of black workers. The Congress 
chapter, however, was unable to create a broad base and before the Second World War 
operated primarily on the periphery of black community organisations Even during the War 
its leading spokesmen would function primarily as the head of other ad hoc coalitions rather 
than through the NNC.^^^
Within the UAW, Local 600 proved pivotal as a key centre of Communist Party strength. 
The River Rouge plant was one of the few work places in the country where Communists, 
black or white, could proclaim their political allegiance without immediate prosecution. 
Skilled Bohemian and Anglo-Irish workers had proved to be the party's mainstays during 
the pre-union years, but after 1941, the communists recruited far more successfully among 
blacks. Communist influence among black workers rested on the party's identification with 
civil rights issues. Indeed, many blacks saw the party's foundry 'club' as little more than a 
militant race organisation.By the early 1940s, African-American unionists had become a
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powerful force in Local 600 and accounted for half of all party members in Local 600/ "^* 
Using their locals as a base, the activists vigorously attacked racial discrimination on the 
shop floor, in union offices and in public policy.
Outside the UAW-CIO Local 600, African Americans joined unemployment councils. 
When the impact of the Depression became clear, black and white workers formed 
unemployed councils to respond to the increasingly frequent evictions of families, to 
demand more relief from state agencies, and to provide services such as food and clothing 
for unemployed people. It was well known that Communist Party members were 
instrumental in the organisation of these councils, and the ranks of African-American 
members of the Party grew dramatically during the depression.As well as organising 
large-scale marches and demonstrations, the unemployed councils protected countless 
families from eviction by organising rent strikes. George Crockett, an African-American 
activist who led one such council, remembered how the process worked:
During one period I was responsible for rent strikes. The Tenants were protesting 
the levels of raising the rent in apartment buildings. We developed a technique 
called the rent strike, which consisted of holding the rent. We went to court on 
several occasions. Where we would show two, three months rent and deposit.
The strike went on for so long, we discovered that the landlord had abolished rent 
increases on the prospect of losing.
Similar to the situation in Birmingham, the Communist Party in Detroit did not hesitate to 
work with the NAACP. In 1933, the Detroit NAACP branch along with the Communist-led 
Intemational Labor Defense, lodged protests against what some people considered the
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promiscuous shooting of blacks by white police.^^  ^ White public officials appeared 
insensitive to both victims of police brutality and black protest. Few, if any, white 
policemen were punished for killing a black. Alarmed over this situation, the NAACP in 
April 1939, called for a conference to plan a mass protest against "the alarming increase in 
beatings, killings and illegal arrests of colored citizens by police. On the surface, the 
protests of the NAACP and the 'Committee to End Police Brutality' seemed little more than 
periodic aggravation of public officials. Below the surface of the seemingly glacial and 
ineffective black struggle against police, "brutality, a steady and constant transformation of 
black self consciousness was taking place. Each bold verbal blast and rally against 
white police brutality chipped away at what far too many blacks had thought to be the 
inviolability of the pervasive system of white power and control over the black community.
Liberal Reform Groups
Between 1920 and 1925, a concerted campaign to raise money for a proposed Birmingham 
Chapter of the Urban League was conducted by Nelson Jackson, the southern field director 
for NUL, together with a local biracial board of directors headed by Dr Henry Edmonds, 
former minister of a socially prominent church. Though the Urban League effort 
encountered some opposition from conservative whites and a few moderates, it was very 
nearly successful as several business leaders raised four thousand dollars in funding. 
However, the re-emergence of the volatile race issue in Alabama politics in the late 1920s 
contributed to the growing concern that the Urban League might be a disruptive outside 
influence. Consequently, the early support for an Urban League chapter within the business 
community rapidly evaporated.^ "***
An organisation that did secure a large following among the white community was the 
Southern Conference for Human Welfare (SCHW) organised in 1938. The conference tried 
to promulgate a programme of aggressive action to raise the general level of
Richard W. Thomas Life For Us is What We Make It p. 233.
Ibid-, P - 231.
Ibid.. pp. 231-2.
Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial Harmony" in Elizabeth Jackoway and David R. 
Colburn, (editors). Southern Businessmen and Desegregation (Baton Rouge and London:
115
underprivileged groups in Birmingham and all over the South. Its stand against lynching, 
discrimination, the poll tax and similar matters was unequivocal. The SCHW held its initial 
meeting in Birmingham in November 1938. Members of the UMW, SWOC, and NAACP 
joined with white liberals to address the continuing economic problems of the South. The 
format of the four day meeting included several general sessions to be addressed by Eleanor 
Roosevelt, the recently appointed Supreme Court Justice Hugo L. Black and Aubrey 
Williams of the National Youth Administration. During the first day, black and white 
delegates met and sat together indiscriminately. Half way through the second day 
Birmingham Police commissioner Eugene Bull' Connor, intervened to enforce the city's 
segregation laws which forced the conference to confront Jim Crow squarely.^ "**
The sobering issue of race blunted the initial enthusiasm that attended the Birmingham 
meeting and frightened some of those who had flocked to participate in the founding of the 
conference. Nevertheless, a firm group of supporters emerged inspired by the Birmingham 
gathering and committed to removing restrictions from voter registration that had kept the 
southern electorate so narrowly based. The Southern Conference concluded that it should 
focus its energies on broadening the southern electorate. Led by Joseph D. Gelders, a 
white radical activist, a Right to Vote club was formed in 1939 to register voters. Largely as 
a result of publicity surrounding the conference, the Right to Vote club attracted several 
prominent blacks. Among them were Emoiy Jackson, (editor of the Birmingham World 
and local NAACP secretary) and Hartford Knight (UMW organiser and NAACP board 
member). In 1938, Jefferson County had only 712 registered black voters; two years later 
this figure had risen to approximately 3,000. Because of this the Right to Vote club faced 
big obstacles in its attempts to broaden Birmingham electoral politics. Registration was 
only half the battle since most blacks still could not pay the required poll tax. In the end, 
the Right to Vote club fell short of becoming a mass organisation, and, weakened by 
internal squabbles, the club finally collapsed under its own weight in 1940.
Louisiana State University Press, 1982), pp. 173-4.
Robert J. Norrell, "Labor at the Ballot Box: Alabama Politics From the New Deal to the 
Dixiecract Movement," Journal of Southern Historv (May 1991), Vol. 57, No. 2, p. 205.
Patricia Sullivan, "Gideon’s Southern Soldiers: New Deal Politics and Civil Rights 
Reform 1933-1948" (PhD Dissertation, Emoiy University, 1983), pp. 45-8.
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No discussion of Black Detroit during this period would be complete without including the 
Detroit Urban League (DUL) and its role in helping southern blacks adjust to the 
complexities of an urban-industrial society. The Urban League was the first significant 
black linkage with the white power structure in Detroit. Establishing linkages with powerful 
white private and civic groups was essential if black migrants were to be employed steadily 
and treated with dignity. Programmes were set up to train black workers to be "punctual, 
zealous and ambitious in their work," to find openings within a wider variety of 
occupations, to locate good housing, and to be "a more responsible citizen." But the 
League's most vital role was in meeting the daily needs of the migrant population. It 
provided a safety net without which many black workers and their families would not have 
survived. Black workers needed help in employment, housing and recreation, as well as in 
other areas. In its first year, the Urban League touched every need in the black 
community.^ "*"*
Before World War Two, DUL occupied a position of prominence and importance in Detroit 
and the nation. With few precedents or models, it had become in less than fifteen years a 
major organisation overseeing the problems of the newly transplanted community. With the 
commencement of the war, however, the League's role as the primary organisation that 
addressed the problems of blacks diminished greatly. The situation created by the war 
raised, especially within DUL's supporters, the fear of their organisation's ineffectiveness. 
The call to protest raised by the war situation created an environment conducive to a threat 
against the League's policies and traditions. While the DUL's agenda tended to avoid 
addressing racial discrimination, the NAACP was broadening its agenda to address 
employment and housing; both issues that had long been the exclusive reserve of the 
DUL.^ "*^
The war years greatly taxed the DUL's job-placement abilities. For as the Second World 
War approached, the League's Employment office continued its valiant struggle, placing 
black men and women in whatever jobs it could find and opening up new areas for those 
blacks who had the training. Yet the struggle continued uphill. Although the office was able
Robert J. Norrell, "Labor at the Ballot Box," p. 205.
Richard W. Thomas, "The Black Urban Experience in Detroit," pp.304 and 320.
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to get a few blacks into higher-level skilled jobs, this meant little in the way of major 
change in the racially stratified labour market. Its black leadership knew discrimination 
against blacks existed, but they continued in a quiet way to find jobs for certain blacks. 
They left the legal battles to the local NAACP with whom they had a close relationship. 
John Dancy readily supplied NAACP Executive Secretary, Walter White, with information 
on discrimination in various New Deal recovery programmes in Detroit so the Association 
could push the Roosevelt administration to correct such injustices.
In sum, before World War Two the Urban League in Detroit occupied a position of 
prominent importance in the black community. With the migration of thousands from the 
South to the North in the 1920s and 1930s the Urban League proved to be an excellent 
organisation in that transition. The League fulfilled most needs in the black community 
from providing housing, through to employment and recreation. However, with the 
commencement of war, its role diminished greatly. While the DUL's agenda tended to 
avoid addressing issues of racial discrimination ion, the NAACP was broadening its role to 
address this very area in housing and employment. The failure to establish a chapter of the 
Urban League in Birmingham has much to say about politics at that time. Local whites 
objected, not so much to the character of the organisation, as to the fact that it was part of a 
national association outside the South. The more acceptable Southern Conference for 
Human Welfare was formed to address economic problems that affected all groups, but as 
events unfolded it found itself addressing the race issue squarely. The limited success of the 
Right to Vote Club should be examined in the light of politics at that time. What is 
significant is the fact that the Club was able to mobilise black and white leaders from 
several groups including the Birmingham branch of the NAACP.
Conclusion
In Birmingham and Detroit, African Americans formed between a third and a half of the 
population. In both cities, African Americans found themselves restricted to residential
Njeru Wa Murage, "Organizational history of the Detroit Urban League," p. 364.
Marshall Field Stevenson Jr, "Points of Departure, Acts of Resolve," p. 130. See also 
Joyce Shaw Peterson, "Black Automobile Workers in Detroit," p. 174; Thomas, Life For Us 
Is What We Make It. p. 66.
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areas that were congested and overcrowded. Segregated housing in the South was probably 
more rigid on a block-by-block, street by street basis while in the North it was area-wide. 
The effects of racial segregation did not alone isolate the black urban poor, for class 
divisions in the black community also manifested themselves in housing patterns. 
Birmingham and Detroit had distinctive neighbourhoods that housed their middle-class 
populations. However, white opposition to black expansion served to unify the community 
across class lines.
Both developed along similar economic lines. Blacks in Birmingham arrived to take up 
jobs in the steel, iron and ore industries, whereas Detroit blacks arrived in the North to take 
up jobs in the automobile industry, chiefly the Ford Motor Company. In both cities, blacks 
entered the manufacturing sector at the bottom of the ladder and remained there for much of 
the 1920s and 1930s. During World War Two, black Detroit workers faced 'race strikes' as 
they tried to break out of the traditional occupations and move up into previously "white 
jobs". In the late 1950s, both cities experienced an industrial stagnation as plants relocated 
elsewhere. African Americans were the first to lose their jobs.
In terms of politics, Birmingham blacks received the right to vote briefly during the 
Reconstruction period, but by the early twentieth century they were disenfranchised by 
several clauses effectively barring blacks from playing any part in politics for the first half 
of the twentieth century. In Detroit, blacks had a long tradition of political activism, dating 
back to the pre-Civil War period. At the time when Birmingham blacks were losing their 
political power, the black community in Detroit became an increasing political force. 
Political power was directly related to the grooving population arriving from the South. 
What further separated Birmingham from Detroit was the active role played by the 
Birmingham City Commission in sanctioning and enforcing the separation of races in 
public services, education and housing. The frail relationship between the African- 
American community and the Police Department, however, was something that was 
common to both cities. Blacks in both Birmingham and Detroit found themselves subjected 
to harassment, beatings, and promiscuous shooting throughout the 1920s and 1930s.
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It is within that context that the NAACP was examined. In Birmingham, although the 
NAACP grew out of the violence and discrimination that followed World War One, similar 
conditions endangered its existence; so much so that the local branch remained dormant for 
much of the 1920s. In Detroit, the NAACP was formed with the rising racial discrimination 
in 1912, but really came into being with the great migration northward in the 1920s. For 
example, the Dr Sweet Case of 1926 did much to put the branch on the map. The migration 
of the 1930s and 1940s had an even greater impact on the NAACP increasing the branch 
membership from 8,000 in the 1920s to 20,000 just before World War Two. The 1930s was 
also a phenomenal decade for the Birmingham NAACP. Benefiting most from its close 
alliance with the organised labour movement on the one hand and the Communist Party on 
the other, the branch firmly established itself as the main African-American voice.
The importance of the black church in the South can be traced far back to the time of 
slavery, in terms of providing the main social centre for gathering away from the oppressive 
world of racial segregation. However, my research into Birmingham has suggested that in 
the early years it did little to support the NAACP. It was not until the rising demands for 
social change began during the World War Two, that the Church firmly established itself 
behind the local branch. In Detroit, the church served a similar function in terms of 
providing social, financial and religious support to migrants arriving from the South. Its 
relationship with the Detroit NAACP was extremely important, especially in light of the 
fact that in the early days of the NAACP, religious leaders were among the foremost who 
held offices in the local branch.
While the black press proved to be influential both in Birmingham and Detroit, it perhaps 
had a more direct relationship with the local NAACP in Birmingham. With the editor of a 
major black newspaper holding the post of NAACP secretary in the local branch, it 
established an excellent way of reaching out to the African-American community. Other 
black businesses also maintained close links with the local NAACP in both communities. 
In the late 1930s and early 1940s, both branches experience a shift in their class structure 
with some differences. In Birmingham, the black working class has firmly established itself 
in the leadership position in the branch. In Detroit, although the branch also attracted large 
numbers of working class blacks, this group failed to make a formidable leadership
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challenge. While black workers made up a large proportion of the branch membership, 
control of the executive board remained in the hands of the 'old leadership.'
Activism among African-American women was common to both Birmingham and Detroit 
but with different outcomes. Although the Housewives League of Detroit cut across class 
lines, there is little to suggest that it made any significant impact on the lives of working- 
class women. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there is very little literature on black 
women in the automobile industry. This is not to say that these women were not as active as 
male unionists were. In contrast, black women turned to the Birmingham Communist Party 
in great numbers, making up the bulk of workers in neighbourhood relief committees. With 
the alliance between the NAACP and the Communists in the early 1940s, these women 
went to play significant roles in the Birmingham branch of the NAACP.
The Communist Party established a large following among African-Americans in both 
Birmingham and Detroit. However, in terms of impact on the NAACP, it is clear that 
during this period, it had a far greater influence in Birmingham. Actively encouraging its 
own members to join the local NAACP, it formulated an alliance with the branch on several 
fronts including voter registration and police brutality. In Detroit, the Communist Party, 
though, was prepared to co-operate with the NAACP on a campaign against police 
brutality; it did not directly shape the local branch. Greater difference between Birmingham 
and Detroit emerges over the relationship with organised labour. In Birmingham with the 
beginning of World War Two, the NAACP established a close alliance with the CIO in 
Alabama. In Detroit, no doubt with the importance of the Ford Motor Company in the black 
community, the NAACP remained suspicious of the UAW.
Of all factors contributing to the emergence of the Civil Rights Movement, one that 
deserves a chapter to itself, is World War Two. The war revived the economy and boosted 
union membership. It placed some blacks in skilled jobs from which they had formerly 
been excluded. It put black men in uniform and sent them overseas. It eradicated the 
isolation and parochialism of rural communities, facilitating travel and involving blacks in 
home front activities. Above all, the war interrupted the status quo and gave blacks an all- 
pervading sense that white supremacy, increasingly discredited as an ideology, could be
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247successfully challenged. By 1940, the NAACP was poised to take advantage of this new 
spirit; the struggle for racial equality would soon take a great leap forward. The ideology 
espoused by the United States and its allies during this global conflict, championed the 
ideals of democracy and denounced Hitler's racial theories. Such declared war aims 
highlighted the inconsistency between foreign and domestic policies. Discrimination in the 
Army, Navy, and Air Force, and in the war industries, in particular, made this inconsistency 
apparent and gave the black community tremendous power to make its case for equality 
and justice. Assisted by the NAACP among others, African Americans were stirred by the 
war's ideology to intensify their demands for an end to racial segregation, discrimination 
and injustice. However, the call for equality and justice was met by stiff resistance from 
many whites who became even more determined to oppose any meaningful black social, 
political and economic progress.^ "^ ^
Adam Fairclough, Race and Democracv p. 73.
Njeru Wa Murage, "Organizational History of the Detroit Urban League, 1916-1960," 
PhD Dissertation (Michigan State University, 1993) p.360.
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Chapter Three: The NAACP Struggle for African American Civil Rights in 
Birmingham, Alabama and Detroit Michigan During World War Two
Most historians would agree that the modem civil rights movement did not begin 
with the Supreme Court's decision in Brown v Board of Education. Yet all too often 
the movement's history has been written as if events before the mid-1950s 
constituted a kind of prehistory, important only in so far as they laid the legal and 
political foundation for the spectacular advances that came later. Those were the 
"forgotten years of the Negro Revolution," wrote one historian. I But such a 
chronology profoundly underestimates the tempo and misjudges the social dynamic 
of the freedom struggle before 1954.  ^With the exception of the Brown decision that 
ordered the desegregation of public schools, most of the important Supreme Court 
decisions that aided civil rights proponents had been made before May 17, 1954. In 
May 1946, for example, the high court ruled that state laws requiring segregation on 
buses were unconstitutional. In Smith v Allright, delivered two years earlier on the 
April 3, 1944, the Supreme Court ended the use of the all-white primary elections. 
These cases suggested "not just a few tantalising moments of protest, but a 
widespread, if not yet mature stmggle to overthrow segregation and institutionalised
racism."^
Indeed, for African Americans, World War Two began a quarter of a century of 
increasing hope and frustration.'^ The blatant contradiction between the country's
1 Richard M. Dalfiume, “The Forgotten Years of the Negro Revolution,” Journal of 
American Historv (June 1968), Vol. 55, No.l, p.90.
 ^Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein, "Opportunities Found and Lost: Labour, 
Radicals and the Early Civil Rights movement," Journal of American Historv 
(December 1988), Vol. 75, No. 3, p.786.
 ^Robert J. Norrell, Reaping the Whirlwind: The Civil Rights Movement in Tuskegee 
(New York: Alfred A Knoff, 1985), p. x.
 ^Harvard Sitkoff, "The Detroit Race Riot of 1943," Michigan Historv (Fall 1969), 
Vol. 53, No. 3, p. 183. See also Manning Marable, Race Reform and Rebellion: The 
Second Reconstruction in Black America 1945-1990 (Jackson and London: 
University Press of Mississippi, 1991), p. 14.
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opposition to fascism and the continued existence of Jim Crow in the States after 
1945 was made perfectly clear to all.  ^ Fighting for freedom abroad, African 
Americans became more conscious of their own lack of freedom at home.^ 
"Fighting a world war for the four freedoms and against aggression by an enemy 
preaching a master race ideology," was hypocritical for a nation upholding racial 
segregation and white supremacy/ The war crisis provided African Americans with 
a unique opportunity to point out for all to see, the difference between the American 
creed and practice.
African Americans took advantage of the war to tie their racial demands to the 
ideology for which the war was being fought. Unlike the "Close Ranks" slogan of 
World War One, when leaders called on blacks to close ranks with white America, 
and forego protest during the war, during World War Two the war aims of the 
country were combined with the aspirations of blacks at home in a "Double V" 
campaign.^ The overshadowing attitude during World War Two was that the African
 ^ Robert Gaines Corley, “The Quest For Racial Harmony: Race Relations in 
Birmingham, Alabama 1947-1963,” (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 
1979), p.33; Peter J. Kellogg, “Civil Rights Consciousness in the 1940s,” The 
Historian (1979), Vol. 42, No.l p. 18; and Richard M. Dalfiume, “The Forgotten 
Years of the Negro Revolution," p. 103.
 ^ "Opinions About Interracial Tension,” (National Archives and Records, College 
Pak, Maryland, hereafter cited as NA), Record Group 44, United States Information 
Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Office of War Information, Reports and Special 
Memo, 1942-3, Box 1828, Folder: Tension Obstacles to War Effort. See also Wilson 
Tallin, Jr, The African American Church in Birmingham. Alabama 1815-1963 (New 
York and London: Garland Publishing Inc, 1997), p. 123; and B. J. Widick, Detroit: 
Citv of Race and Class Violence (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989, 
Second Edition), p.99.
^Richard Dalfiume, “The Forgotten Years of the Negro Revolution," p.247.
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American must fight for democracy on two fronts - at home as well as abroad/ A 
telling indicator of the differences between the eras was the soaring NAACP 
membership, which, for the first time, surpassed the heights it had reached during 
World War One/^ From 355 branches and a membership of 50,566 in 1940, the 
NAACP grew to 1,073 branches with a membership of slightly less than 450,000 in 
1946.
Within the context of the national organisation, the importance of both the 
Birmingham and Detroit chapters of the NAACP during World War Two is hard to 
deny. At the beginning of 1941 and then again in 1947, the national office of the 
NAACP conferred upon the Birmingham branch the highest honour it could grant 
one of its branches - The Thalmier Award. Given to the chapter whose work over the 
previous year had been the most outstanding, the honour went to Birmingham for its 
splendid work with organised labour, action in reducing police brutality, its efforts in 
registering voters and for its increase in members. Indeed, the local chapter of the 
NAACP was the largest and best-known voice for African Americans in the city.^^
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During the war years the membership greatly increased, from 1,032 in 1940 to a 
record high of 8,500 in 1946/'^ Although the organisation never reached its 10,000- 
membership goal, its 1947 total (6,577) represented one-half of the NAACP 
members in the state, and throughout the period it ranked as one of the South's 
largest branches/^
From 2,800 members in 1938 the Detroit chapter of the NAACP with some 20,500 
became in 1944 the largest branch in the national organisation/^ It was at its 
Emergency War Conference held in Detroit from June 3 to June 6, 1943, that the 
national NAACP reaffirmed its opposition to discrimination in all aspects of 
American life and its determination to follow a fighting course to achieve legal 
equality/^ National secretary, Walter White opened the meeting and set its militant
'^^"Membership Report March 21, 1940 Birmingham Branch of the NAACP," 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 247, Folder: Special Reports, Membership 
Reports, Alabama Birmingham; and Wilson Fallin, Jr, The African American 
Church p. 126.
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tone by castigating those who jeopardised the war effort: “The NAACP and its 
members are appalled at the wide discrepancy between our professed aims of 
democracy and freedom and the treatment meted out to the Negroes in nearly every 
part of national life.”^^  Furthermore, “we hail the Four Freedoms as our war aims but 
both American Negroes and colored peoples all over the world will justly regard the 
Four Freedoms as hypocrisy unless the President acts to end discrimination.”^^  
Subsequent national speakers and local branch leaders reinforced his Double V 
message. Not only was it the greatest meeting ever held in the history of the 
NAACP, but according to many impartial observers the most vigorous of its kind 
ever held on behalf of the African American.^®
The causes of this rapid expansion in NAACP strength in Birmingham and Detroit 
are both difficult to pinpoint, and no doubt numerous. However, a number of 
probable factors can be identified. These will be examined in light of national
Publicity; "Letter to P.B Young (The Norfolk Journal and Guide) from Walter 
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developments, local context and dynamics within the African-American community 
in each city.
The Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham
National Context
Mobilisation for World War Two had an important impact on southern economic 
growth. With the start of war in Europe, Birmingham's iron and steel industries 
quickly recovered from the Depression and made the city the second most important 
producer of war materials in the country. For the first time in its history, the South 
experienced a genuine bloom of economic opportunity, a broad based and sustained 
flowering.^^But war factories were unwilling to hire blacks in skilled positions and 
the training programs refused to admit them.^  ^Black leaders in Birmingham hoped 
the war in Europe would alleviate black unemployment, but, unlike 1914, there were 
millions of unemployed whites, and black workers were generally employed only 
after the supply of white labour was exhausted. Half of all defence industries 
excluded blacks as a matter of stated policy. After being first fired during the 
Depression, they now found themselves last hired, discriminated against in 
government training programmes, excluded from many unions, and forced into the 
dirtiest and lowest paying jobs.^^ In fact, during the war the percentage of blacks 
employed in the steel industry actually declined from 41 per cent in 1940 to 38 per
John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav: The Generation Before the Civil 
Rights Movement in the South (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1994), p.201
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cent in 1945, and black steelworkers on average earned 80 per cent of what their 
white co-workers earned/^
The prospect of racial change within the workforce set off a conservative reaction in 
Birmingham, In 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared that racial 
discrimination in defence industries was a violation of public policy and he 
established a temporary Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC) to receive 
and investigate complaints of discrimination. Although the committee had no 
enforcement powers, it represented an important milestone in presidential support for 
African Americans and intensified southern fears about racial change. The 
committee's first southern hearings were in Birmingham in June 1942, and although 
its Chairman Mark F. Ethridge denied any intention to undermine racial segregation 
and took no evidence of discrimination in Birmingham industry, conservatives 
warned against an end to the southern way of life. "The war emergency' Frank 
Dixon, a local politician warned, "should not be used as a pretext to bring about 
abolition of the color line in the South. Within the industrial plants, company 
officers mobilised anti-FEP feeling, by warning white workers that the federal 
government wanted "to put black bosses over them." Lacking any enforcement 
power beyond moral persuasion, the FEPC resolved few disputes and did not 
recommend cancellation of any defence contracts.As chairman, Ethridge put it, 
"there is no power in the world, not even in all the mechanised armies of the earth.
Robin D. G. Kelley, “The Black Poor and the Politics of opposition in a New 
South City, 1929-1970,” in Michael B. Katz, (editor). The Underclass Debate. Views 
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allies and axis - which could now force the southern white people to the 
abandonment of the principle of social segregation."^^
In Birmingham as in much of the South, there emerged a marked growth in the 
power of the black vote. Among the most important developments to occur during 
World War Two was the growth of the black electorate north and south. In 
Birmingham, the growth of the black vote emerged with the United States Supreme 
Court decision in Smith v. Allwright of April 3, 1944, which held that the right to 
vote in a primary without discrimination because of race was a right secured by the 
federal constitution. In much of the South, allowing only whites to vote in primary 
elections had been the most effective means of wholesale disenfranchisement. Once 
that became illegal, there was an almost immediate surge in black registration. The 
Supreme Court decision certainly intensified the movement to register black voters 
in Birmingham. That year, blacks conducted "stand-ins" at the Jefferson County 
Courthouse in their attempts to register to vote. Hundreds jammed the court house 
halls in the summer of 1944/waiting to make registration applications. In 1940, only 
three percent of southern African Americans were registered, by 1947 twelve per 
cent had registered.^^ .
The idea that politics was a "white folks' business," however, had been challenged by 
the Birmingham NAACP well before the 1944 Supreme Court decision. Throughout 
the war years, the Birmingham branch had initiated city wide suffrage programmes, 
making the goal of winning "an unhampered ballot" a top priority. At branch 
meetings and in public forums, it established voting and politics as the central topic, 
using it as the theme of NAACP membership drives. Moreover, when several 
hundred blacks attempted to register to vote during the spring and summer of 1939, 
most of them unsuccessfully, the Birmingham branch filed its first suit against the
^^Neil Wynn, The Afro-American and the Second World War (New York; Holmes & 
Meier Publishers, 1975), p.49.
Robert J. Norrell, “Labour at the Ballot Box," p.224.
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Jefferson Board of Registrars. Affidavits received from blacks charged that although 
they met the requirements stated in the state and U. S. Constitution, registrars 
rejected them as voters while it accepted whites who had not met the legal 
requirements. Arthur Shores, the NAACP lawyer, sued again in 1940 and appealed 
when the local circuit court ruled against him. Although the Birmingham NAACP 
represented by Shores lost its case in the Alabama Supreme Court, it had taken the 
challenge to disenfranchisement further than any other civil rights organisation in 
Alabama since 1901.^^
National infrastructure was also important in the impact it had on the movement of 
African Americans from rural Alabama to urban centres like Birmingham. 
Commenting on the impact of Word War Two on race relations, the eminent black 
sociologist Charles S. Johnson, spoke of the profound and sustained shock and the 
social upheaval of war.^  ^ His description could not have been more apt, for during 
the 1940s, without any encouragement from government or other agencies, huge 
numbers of people of all races moved to the locations of defence industries. A 
predominantly southern rural and small town population was soon transformed into 
one of the most urban of all major ethnic groups. The most obvious and pressing 
problem was where to house the newcomers. The influx of these newcomers, most of 
them from the South, into areas in the North and West had an effect that could only 
be described as disruptive. In Birmingham, since the zoning ordinance of 1926, 
black housing had been confined to about the same areas and had been permitted no 
additional room for expansion.^^ In addition, black housing remained predominantly 
substandard. A Birmingham News survey of the problem in 1947 found numerous
Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p.212.
 ^^ Charles S. Johnson, cited in Neil Wynn, The Afro-American and the Second World 
War p. 5 8.
Neil Wynn. The Afro-American and the Second World War p.60.
In addition, the News found only two small sections in the city zoned exclusively 
for Negro single family dwellings, and both were already built up. Cited in the 
Birmingham News November 12 and November 14,1947.
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blacks willing and able to move into better housing, but who could find "no district 
in which to buy or build that is not already closely surrounded by commercial or 
industrial property. The need for more and better housing led blacks to build 
homes in sections of neighbourhoods that had previously been all white.
The first attempt to contest the legality and constitutionality of the 1926 ordinance 
was made by Alice P. Allen in 1946. The area of North Smithfield in the Graymount 
community of Birmingham became a battleground over the city's zoning ordinance. 
Allen bought a home at 1616 11th Avenue North, in the North Smithfield area, with 
the understanding that the area was for African-American residents. The realtor had 
listed the house for sale to whites in the newspaper but when he found no takers, he 
sold it to Allen. The city refused to allow Allen to occupy the house, so she rented it 
to whites and hired the black attorney Arthur Shores to file suit against 
Birmingham's zoning law.^  ^ In December, Attorney Shores filed a suit against the 
city of Birmingham, alleging that the zoning laws of the city were unconstitutional 
and in violation of the Fourteenth amendment. The Birmingham Branch of the 
NAACP sponsored this action.^^ On January 14,1947, Attorney Shores, petitioned to
"Report For February by Walling Keith," (NA), Office of Government Reports 
Record Group 44, Box 1852, Folder: Birmingham- Reports Walling Keith. See also 
"The Other Side: The Story of Birmingham's Black community," Archives and 
Manuscripts, Birmingham Public Library, Birmingham, Alabama, (BPL), 
Birmingfied Papers and Related Materials. Robert Gaines Corley, "The Quest For 
Racial Harmony," p.36.
"City Prevents Negro Occupancy of House," Birmingham News December 13, 
1945.
"Letter to Thurgood Marshall from Arthur D Shores," February 2, 1946, 
(Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress, Washington DC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series B, Box 209, Folder: Voting Ala, Mitchell v Wright 
Correspondence. See also "Letter to Robert L. Carter from Arthur D Shores," August 
10, 1946, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 209, Folder: Ala, 
General, Legal Briefs & Documents 1942-3; "Letter to Arthur D Shores from Robert 
L Carter," August 14, 1946, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 209, 
Folder: Ala, General, Legal Briefs and Documents 1942-3; "Zoning Case Mass 
Meeting of the Birmingham NAACP," September 22, 1946 (LOC), NAACP Papers,
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dismiss the case on the ground that the city had repealed the ordinances which were 
being attacked. Rather than defend the ordinance at that time, the city tacitly 
conceded, rezoned the lot in question and allowed Allen to move into her house.^^
The impact of World War Two on the social fabric of society indicated perhaps more 
than anything else, the possibility of racial change in this period. In Birmingham, 
social, economic and political upheaval caused by the war was largely responsible 
for heightened conflict on public conveyances.^^ As the wartime economy generated 
more employment opportunities and rural residents migrated to the city to fill these 
jobs, the sheer number of people moving to and from work overtaxed an already 
limited fleet of streetcars and buses. As public transportation provided limited space, 
it had to be shared, even if racially divided, between blacks and whites. Battles over 
space, as well as the way in which space was allocated, resulted in intense racial 
conflict.^^ Over the course of twelve months beginning September 1941, there were 
at least eighty-eight cases of blacks occupying "white" space on public 
transportation, fifty-five of which were open acts of defiance in which African- 
American passengers either refused to give up their seats or sat in the white section.
African-American passengers adopted a score of other opposition practices, many 
directed at the symbols of inequality and segregation. The most common forms
Group 2, Series C, Box: 1 Folder: Birmingham 1945-6; and "Zoning Hearing Set 
For Oct 15," Birmingham World October 6, 1946.
"Judge Rules Jim Crow Zoning Unconstitutional Here," Birmingham World 
August 1, 1947. See also Leavy W. Oliver, "Zoning Ordinances in Relation to 
Segregation: Negro Housing in Birmingham, Alabama,"(MA Thesis, Indiana 
University, 1951), p.26; and Glenn Eskew, "But For Birmingham: The Local and 
National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle," (PhD Dissertation, University of 
Georgia, 1993), p. 101.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture. Politics and the Black Working Class 
(New York: Free Press, 1994), p.55-56. See also Wilson Fallin, Jr, The African 
American Church p. 124.
Robin D. G. Kelley Race Rebels p.57.
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included hiding or moving the colour dividers, insisting on paying only part of the 
fare, holding the centre door open while dozens of unpaid passengers forced their 
way into the bus, and vandalism. Perhaps the most fascinating and often overlooked 
form of resistance was the use of sound to invade space designated for whites. Black 
passengers were ejected frequently for making too much noise, which in many cases 
turned out to be harsh words directed at a conductor or passenger or a monologue 
about racism in general.^  ^ Some passengers attempted to take the idea of collective 
action to still another level. Following the arrest of Pauline Cart in 1943, a group of 
witnesses brought the case to the attention of the Birmingham branch of the 
NAACP, but apart from a perfunctory investigation and an article in the black- 
owned Birmingham World, no action was taken. Unfortunately, the treatment of 
Africa Americans on public transportation was not a high priority issue for either 
organisation and thus the working poor whose livelihood depended on city transit, 
had to literally fend for themselves.'^  ^ But these grass-roots actions during the war 
years point forward to the significance of transport issues from Montgomery 
onwards.
In sum, while the economic mobilisation for war did little to change the position of 
African Americans, the social and political upheaval caused by the war for the most 
part provided an opportunity for racial change in Birmingham to the benefit of the 
African American. But the NAACP suits and acceleration of registration following 
the Supreme Court decision also served to harden Birmingham's resolve against 
black voting which will be explored to a greater extent in the next section.
Robin D.G. Kelley, “The Black Poor and the Politics of Opposition, in a New 
South City, 1929-1970,” in Michael Katz (editor). The Underclass Debate: Views 
from Historv (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), p.307.
Robin D. G. Kelley, ‘The Black Poor and the Politics of Opposition," p.308.
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Local Context
In Birmingham and throughout the South, whites reacted quickly and defensively to 
the Smith v. Allright decision. Police commissioner Eugene Bull Connor wrote to 
President Roosevelt in August 1942, to warn that if he tolerated attacks on 
segregation, "we are going to face a crisis in the South." Unless white supremacy 
could be maintained, he declared with conviction, blacks would "become impudent, 
unruly, arrogant, law breaking, violent, and insolent .Another  worried white 
supremacist, Horace C. Wilkinson, attempted to arouse his white Bessemer Kiwinis 
Club audience in 1942 to the dangers they faced after the war from undisciplined and 
militant blacks. Urging his listeners to recognise this imminent danger to white 
control, Wilkinson concluded: "If there is room for an NAACP, there is need of a 
league to maintain White Supremacy. The salvation proposed in 1945 was the 
Boswell Amendment to the state constitution, a measure giving boards of registrars 
the authority to test an applicant's ability to understand the US Constitution. 
Conservatives knew that the board of registrars was the body to prevent blacks from 
v o t in g .T h e  amendment added to the requirement that a prospective voter be able 
to read and write any section of the US Constitution, understand and explain it to the 
satisfaction of the local registrars. The stipulation gave election officers immense 
and arbitrary power in determining who could vote. Retiring Governor, Chauncey 
Sparks, campaigned hard for the amendment which he said was needed to prevent "a
Robert Gaines Corley, “The Quest For Racial Harmony," p.34.
Keith Walling “Summary Weekly Report,” February 6, 1942, (NA), Record 
Group 44, United States Information Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Officer of War 
Information, Reports and Special Memo, 1942-3, Box 1852, Folder: Birmingham - 
Bol, Reports Walling Keith. See also, Robert J Norrell, "Labour at the Ballot Box: 
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Southern Historv (May, 1991), Vol. 57, No. 2.
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flood of Negroes" from registering to vote in the wake of recent rulings by the 
federal court/^
During the war the NAACP proved a welcome ally to the Communist Party in 
Birmingham/^ Alarmed by the growing cases of police brutality in the community 
against African Americans, a communist group, the Southern Negro Youth Congress 
group assembled with the NAACP to discuss the establishment of a permanent civil 
rights group to defend the rights of all individuals/^ In particular, the murder of O' 
Dee Henderson, a 24-year-old steelworker, early in 1941 had brought the NAACP 
and SNYC together for the first time. Arrested merely for arguing with a white man, 
Henderson was found handcuffed in a Fairfield jail cell the next morning, his lifeless 
body beaten and riddled with bu l le ts .For  a number of years, beating, shooting and 
whipping of African Americans by the Fairfield police officers had continued
William D. Barnard, Dixiecracts and Democrats: Alabama Politics 1942-1950 
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1974), p.59-63. See also, "The Boswell 
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Against the Dav P.391: and Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood 
Marshall and the Supreme Court 1936-1961. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994).
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Veteran," January 20, 1947, (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed 
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Group 2, Series B, Box 97, Folder: Lynching, Alabama 1940-41;. and "Letter to 
Walter White from McPhearson," May 18, 1940, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, 
Series B, Box 97, Folder: Lynching, Alabama 1940-41.
136
unchecked. Indeed, testimony at a public hearing of the city council following the 
murder revealed that savage manhandling of black citizens was a routine activity of 
the Fairfield police force."^ ^
The SNYC demanded a full investigation and the immediate prosecution of the 
officers involved and called a mass meeting so that the voice of all decent citizens in 
Fairfield could be heard. Describing it as one of the most outrageous instances of 
police brutality ever brought to the attention of the International Labour Defense, the 
organisation called for nation-wide condemnation.^^ The NAACP announced that 
the time had come for the citizens of Jefferson County who believed in justice and 
fair play for all, to see that law and order was respected by the police who were paid 
by the public to enforce the law.^  ^Through the efforts of attorney Arthur Shores, the 
NAACP succeeded in filing charges of second degree murder against Henderson's
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arresting officers/^ The three police officers and another man, all white, responsible 
for the lynching of O' Dee Henderson, were indicted on second-degree murder 
changes/'^
Co-operation between the SNYC and the NAACP in Birmingham was nothing new. 
As Wilson Record himself readily admitted, individual association members 
participated in SNYC councils, offered advice and even served as sponsors or 
endorsers of Youth Congress conferences.^^ Birmingham was no exception to this.
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During World War Two, NAACP officers were some of the most prominent 
participants in the SNYC conference held in Birmingham in 1943/^ Indeed, during 
a later conference national secretary, Walter White, commentedfTt was too bad that 
the Southern Negro Youth Congress had its mass meeting at the same hour as that of 
the Branch. I hope this conflict did not hurt too much.”^^  The NAACP's support for 
an anti-lynching bill, decent housing, integration in the armed forces, and higher 
wages for black workers as well as the right to vote, made its programme similar to 
SNYC's and the Communist Party's.
Nevertheless, despite the political atmosphere, other events indicated that there 
remained hope for improvement in communication among black and whites in 
Birmingham. Organised in the autumn of 1945, largely through the efforts of the 
Southern Conference for Human Welfare, the first southern interracial job 
conference was a rousing success. Over twelve hundred delegates filled 
Birmingham’s municipal auditorium on November 20 for the gathering. Over the 
course of four days of debates, speeches and panel discussions, delegates, among 
other issues, advocated appropriating federal funds for housing, slum clearance, 
parks and recreation. Conference organisers tried to translate the SCHW’s message 
of justice and equality into action by holding non-segregated meetings.^^ In his letter 
to Ella Baker the NAACP executive secretary wrote: "Your heart would have been
scholarly work, Wilson argues that the NAACP had very little to do with the 
Communists, means we must take his comments particularly seriously.
NAACP officers who sponsored the SNYC Conference included Oscar Adams, 
Robert Durr and Emory O' Jackson. "Announcing the Third All-Southern Negro 
Youth Conference, Birmingham, Alabama," April 28-30, 1939. (Schomberg Centre 
for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, NY), Papers of the 
National Negro Congress, Part 2: Records and Correspondence, 1943-47 Microfilm 
Reel 4, Frame 820.
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joyed today to hear the fine sentiments uttered at the conference.Resolutions 
supporting all progressive legislation, including the FEPC, were adopted. There was 
no discrimination in the seating arrangements and the meeting was widely attended. 
Top officers of the State AFL, State CIO and State United Mine Workers of America 
(UMW) were present and spoke.
More importantly, a firm group of supporters emerged, inspired by the Birmingham 
gathering and committed to the agenda it proposed. From 1938 to 1948, SCHW's 
major goal was the repeal of the poll tax. It instituted a National Committee to 
Abolish the Poll Tax, thus demonstrating the national dimensions of that problem.^/ 
It seemed clear to them that the key to getting at the social and economic problems 
discussed at Birmingham lay in the southern electorate and the restrictions that had 
kept it so narrowly based. The Southern Conference, they concluded, should focus 
its energies on broadening the southern electorate and tapping the nascent support 
for New Deal reforms which, they believed, permeated the South, but were not 
represented at the ballot box. The SCHW established a committee on Civil Rights to 
concentrate on the poll-tax issue. As executive secretary, Joseph Gelders was 
initially the sole full-time staff person on the committee. Virginia Durr joined him 
and together they worked to secure a base in Washington for the introduction of 
legislation for the repeal of the poll tax.^  ^ The organisation also proved to be an 
important source of local support. As David Vann recalled:
^^"Letter to Miss Baker from Emory O' Jackson," January 12, 1946 (LOC), NAACP 
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Our primary function I would say during that period was to establish and 
keep open lines of communication. It was important that black leaders 
knew that there were whites who were interested in their problem. I met 
most of the Presidents of the colleges. Tuskegee, Alabama State, Alabama 
A & M., Talladega College, Tuskegee Institute and Stillman College. I met 
the leaders of the Alabama Black Teachers Association, that’s not what it 
was called then. I met black lawyers, several black businessmen. And then 
there were some labor leaders too.^^
More than any other single group, organised labour was seen by the national 
NAACP as an important wartime ally in the struggle for African American civil 
rights. Branches in the South were encouraged to support the unionisation drive led 
by the Congress of Industrial Organisations (CIO). Local branches were instructed to 
approach local unions urging their members to join the NAACP. "We heartily 
endorse the program of the CIO and AF of L to organise the workers of the South. 
We urge the NAACP Branches in that section to campaign actively in support of the 
organisational drive. Upon visiting Birmingham in the autumn of 1946, national 
labour secretary, Clarence Mitchell, conferred with its labour committee and 
suggested that its program should be central to the branch activity in 1947. In 
particular, he recommended that the NAACP officers could only beat down the ugly 
head of discrimination if it joined hands with the rank and file of the CIO and AFL.^^
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With black delegates making up one third of those assembled, the Seventh 
Convention of the Alabama State Industrial Council in 1945 saw the largest group of 
black representatives ever in attendance/^ This sizeable turnout was no accident. 
Prodded and spurred on by Emory Jackson, the executive secretary of the local 
NAACP, CIO leaders like Ebb Cox, Asbury Howard, Tom Green and Hosea Hudson 
worked intensely in the local area to interest workers in the forthcoming convention. 
In a series of public appeals to the black CIO leadership, the NAACP secretary 
stated that whilst the CIO had been one of the most progressive unions nationally, it 
had let down its black members in Alabama. Few had been upgraded and still fewer 
had advanced to new jobs. Little or nothing had been done to equalise wages. "The 
thousands of black CIO workers who pay their dues, who fight side by side with 
their white brothers, look to you to champion their cause and to rescue the name of 
the CIO in Alabama. Incidentally, the 1945 Convention went on record as 
approving passage of the Fair Employment Practices (FEPC) Legislation. The 
convention also noted "that it had to face squarely the problem of Negro workers 
who make almost fifty percent of our membership," adding that "white workers of 
Alabama and the CIO as a whole cannot go forward if organised labour does not 
fight for the civil, political and economic rights of all workers.
The new relationship was marked above all by a political coalition between the 
NAACP and organised labour. In Birmingham, the NAACP worked with organised 
labour in its efforts to defeat the passage of the Boswell amendment. Affirming that 
reactionaries who passed the amendment in the state legislature were afraid that a
^  "The Tip Off," Birmingham World October 23,1945.
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large group of new voters would remove them from power, the NAACP leaders 
informed white ex-servicemen and white trade unionists that passage of the Boswell 
Amendment would also mean denial of their suffrage rights. On January 8, 1946, 
Jackson wrote to Thurgood Marshall; "We may be able to organise a state-wide 
campaign against the 'Boswell Amendment' led by labour and liberals, I am now in 
conference with labour leaders. Let us fight this out in Alabama. In line with this, 
the United Steelworkers adopted a political action programme announcing it would 
work to defeat the Boswell Amendment, and to end registration discrimination 
against its black members.
Sam Douglas, chairman of the voter registration committee of the AFL, appeared 
before the Jefferson County Board of Registrars and charged the board with 
discrimination in the registration of voters. He charged that in particular, registrars 
H. A. Thompson and R. J. Creel were questioning some white applicants while 
registering others without questioning. "A laborer in overalls" will be asked 
questions like, 'Who is head of the Red Cross?' Whilst other better dressed applicants 
were registered without questioning."’  ^The Birmingham Branch NAACP offered its 
weight to the BFL in its effort to remove Creel and Thompson from membership of
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the Jefferson County Board of Registrars. Although recognising that there were 
many black workers in the AFL who experienced worse obstacles in trying to 
register than those faced by white workers, the Birmingham Branch of the NAACP 
supported the remarkable and correct stand, which the AFL had taken. Writing to 
Sam Douglas, branch secretary Emory Jackson wrote: "We hope that the AF of L 
will widen its fight for fair registration by joining us in a campaign to destroy the 
Boswell Amendment from which the Registrars and the Court house clique draw 
their evil power.
However, in face of the racial issue, the coalition along political lines was short-lived 
in Birmingham. Despite widespread agitation against the Boswell Amendment, 
voters approved it in the November 1946 general election. It soon became apparent 
that lack of support from CIO rank and file had ensured its success. As Hosea 
Hudson, a delegate from Local Union 2815, United Steelworkers of America wrote: 
"The Boswell Amendment was carried by the largest vote particularly in the working 
class districts here in Jefferson County. Furthermore, throughout the war years 
Birmingham black workers complained to Phillip Murray, the national president of 
the United Steelworkers of America about discrimination and union indifference. 
"We know that we are here in the South, " three black furnace men wrote to Murray 
in 1943, "but can't something be done to help this black race to let us feel like we are 
free in our hall or on our daily occupation. Blacks had managed to attain some 
skilled and semiskilled jobs during the 1930s. After the Steel Workers Organising
"Letter to Sam Douglas, Secretary, Birmingham Federation of Labour from Emory 
O' Jackson," January 26, 1948 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box:209 
Folder: Voting, Alabama, General, Legal Briefs & Documents 1942-3.
"Proceedings of the Eighth Constitutional Convention of the Alabama State 
Industrial Council," (BPL), Philip Taft Research Notes on Alabama History, Box 1, 
Folder: 9. See also Robert J Norrell, “Labour at the Ballot Box," p. 82.
"Letter to Phillip Murray from J. Esal, T. Ward, C, Adams and W. D Thomas," 
August 8, 1943, Folder: District 36, Phillip Murray Papers, cited in Robert J Norrell, 
"Caste in Steel: Jim Crow Careers in Birmingham," Journal of American Historv 
(December 1986), Vol. 73, No. 3, p.681-2.
144
Committee was recognised, the unions and the companies essentially co-operated to 
continue a strict separation, reserving the menial jobs for blacks and the better 
paying ones for whites/^ Steelworkers segregated the seating at local meetings and 
regional conventions and denied blacks any role at union convocations except the 
delivery of the opening prayer. The only significant union office that blacks 
regularly held were grievance committeemen, and that happened only in 
predominantly black departments.^^
In sum, although black political power was weakened by the local response to black 
voter registration as personified by the Boswell Amendment and the need among 
some whites to keep blacks in line, it was also embodied in increasing incidents of 
police brutality.
Dynamics within the African-American community
According to Wilson Tallin, the Afriean-Ameriean church and its pastors in 
Birmingham were an essential part of the new militancy, through the pastors' 
traditional roles as spiritual leaders and builders. Reflecting the new militancy of 
World War Two, the idea of gradual racial progress gave way among many pastors 
to a demand for the immediate end of segregation and full integration. They 
expressed this in sermons and addresses, the activities of ministerial groups and 
through personal acts of courage. However, from the standpoint of the Birmingham 
NAACP, there were very few ministers who were in support of the local branch.^^
"Letter to J. Esal T. Ward, C. Adams & W. D. Thomas to Phillip Murray," August 
8, 1943, cited in Robert J Norrell, "Caste in Steel: Jim Crow Careers in 
Birmingham," Journal of American Historv (December 1986), Vol. 73, No. 3,
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Wilson Tallin, Jr, The African American Church p. 123.
"Interview of Emory Jackson by Stanley Smith," February 1968, Civil Rights 
Documentation Project, Moorland Spingam Centre, Howard University, Washington 
DC.
145
As executive secretary, Emory Jackson, recalled: "You had some preachers telling 
the people don't take part in that thing, because you're going to cause a whole lot of 
trouble. There were a lot of places where I couldn't get a place for the organisation to 
meet, because they were afraid.
In accounting for the high level of activity of the NAACP in the forties we must also 
note the impact of World War Two in awakening a new militancy among black 
editors throughout the South. This spirit was illustrated locally by the Birmingham 
World, which urged blacks to register to vote and civil rights leaders to be more 
aggressive.The paper publicised the local protest movement, headlined atrocity 
stories of lynched and assaulted blacks, and developed race solidarity. The black 
press headlined evidence of blacks excluded from defence jobs, segregation of blood 
plasma by the Red Cross, abused black soldiers and white hostility and violence. 
Circulation increased 40 percent as the newspaper, functioning primarily to foster 
race solidarity and prod increasing militancy, campaigned to embarrass America's 
war for democracy by publicising America's Jim-erow policies and praetiees.^^ Black 
publishers and editors throughout the South hoped that their simultaneous focus on 
patriotism and protest would serve as a safety valve for black grievances and a signal 
to the white community of the nature and depth of black frustration.^^
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The 1940s also witnessed a growing connection between the Birmingham chapter of 
the NAACP and the black working class. In a highly industrialised area, and with 
many black workers in iron, steel and cotton industries, the Birmingham branch 
could not afford to ignore the problem of labour. It had demonstrated interest in the 
problem of blacks in the organised labour movement as early as the 1920s, and the 
interest had grown with the Great Depression and the Second World War.^ "^  Further, 
the fact that L.H. Britt, vice president (1944) and president (1946) was an AFL 
organiser - provided a direct link with the black unionists. No list of branch members 
for the decade exists, but we know that membership skyrocketed and it seems 
reasonable that factory and mill workers would respond to the emphasis placed on 
getting blacks into training classes and the new skilled jobs which had opened in the 
war-related industries. Moreover, working class blacks were better off and more 
could afford the $1.00 fee required for NAACP membership.^^
To reflect the growing presence of the black working class within the Birmingham 
Branch, in 1941 Attorney Shores and the NAACP began a suit on behalf of William 
Bester Steele, a black Birmingham man who had been demoted in his job as a 
fireman for the Louisville and Nashville Railroad.^^ Shores filed suit in the local 
Birmingham court against both the white union and the railroad. He argued that. 
while the brotherhood professed to represent all the firemen, it barred African 
Americans and made agreements with the carriers which had resulted in demotion 
and unemployment for black firemen.^^ On December 8, 1944, the Supreme Court 
ruled in favour of Steele. The importance of the ruling in this case was far reaching. 
Not only were employees of the L & N Railroad affected, but also all non-union
^  Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p.207.
Dorothy Autrey, "The NAACP in Alabama, 1913-1952," p.217.
^  Robert J. Norrell, “Labour at the Ballot Box," p.225.
"NAACP Files Brief in Railway Case," Crisis January, 1945, p.21
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employees of any elass or eraft were thereafter legally entitled to equal 
representation and the same benefits as union members^^
More importantly, there emerged a working coalition between the NAACP and black 
labour leaders. As soon as the Boswell amendment was proposed, the NAACP 
branch in Birmingham set out to defeat its passage in alliance with local black 
unionists. In the summer of 1946, the state conference of Alabama branches outlined 
two avenues through which the amendment could be attacked. The first plan of 
assault was launched with the creation of a five-member committee. A curious 
mixture of labour leaders and NAACP officials, this committee campaigned under 
the banner of operation suffrage seeking to defeat the measure by combined political 
pressure of the State's black voters. Those on the committee included Hosea Hudson, 
Emory Jackson, Professor B. Montgomery, Miss D. M. Huggins and Arthur 
Shores .The Birmingham branch also fought employment discrimination against 
blacks in coalition with the same group of labour leaders. Aided by national officials 
and black unionists, the branch, for example, protested against the Ingalls Iron 
Works' policy of refusal to pay and promote blacks as it did whites. Such protests 
forced the company to equalise the pay of its employees and to promote blacks to 
supervisory and apprenticeship positions.^®
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However, there were limits to activism among Birmingham's black workers. 
Convening on April 21-23, 1947 the Alabama State Federation of Labor adopted 
resolutions calling the affiliates to join forces with others seeking to remove the 
Boswell amendment and set up machinery for a state-wide voter registration 
campaign. In line with this, the Birmingham Federation of Labor (BFL) organised a 
voter registration committee under the leadership of Sam Douglass and vowed to add
25,000 new voters .The NAACP welcomed the formation of the committee, but 
asked: "Where is the Negro rank and file AFL leadership to help count Negro 
workers in this 25,000? No Negro members of the BFL were present the night that 
committee was formed. This apparently is not due to bias by the union, but 
absenteeism by Negro AFL-ers."^^ The local branch observed that some black office 
holders in the AFL had not attended BFL meetings, while others had refused to link 
up with the AFL. In other words, so-called representatives of black rank and file 
members paid their dues but stayed out of the meetings where policy was shaped. 
"Somebody needs to get behind these Negro AFL office holders and make them do 
their duty and shoulder their full responsibility. They should be in there pitching at 
every meeting of the BFL and in their local unions.
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"Suffrage Proposed Resolutions for the 1947 ASF of L Convention," April 21-23 
(BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed; "Negro Field Representatives 
and Organizers," Proposed Resolutions for the 1947 ASF of L Convention April 21- 
23," (BPLDAM), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed.
"The Tip Off," Birmingham World September 19, 1947; "The Tip Off," 
Birmingham World September 30, 1947; and "The Tip Off," Birmingham World 
January 9, 1948.
"The Tip Off," Birmingham World September 19, 1947; "The Tip Off," 
Birmingham World September 30, 1947; and "The Tip Off," Birmingham World 
Januaiy9,1948.
149
Outside the black professional leadership, and black workers, civil rights protest 
emerged in the ranks of black female activists. Black women in Birmingham did not 
find the same job opportunities available to them during the war that white women 
did. Before the war, relatively few white women worked. For many indeed, it was 
not socially acceptable for married white women to seek employment outside the 
home. Black women, on the other hand, had little choice in the matter; they had to 
support themselves and others. Consequently, when the war began, more than half of 
the black women in the state held paying, albeit low paying, jobs. Over 50 percent of 
those who worked were employed as domestics and the next largest category, 17 per 
cent, worked as agricultural workers. Many of these women sought to improve their 
situation by seeking the better paying jobs that the defence industries offered, usually 
to no avail.^ "^
The dominant wartime domestic image promoted by advertisements was that of the 
white middle-class housewife turned factory worker. No advertisements and few 
companies sought black female workers, even though black women outnumbered 
white women in the work force by two to one.^  ^Denied training opportunities and 
skilled jobs in most defence industries, black women had little leverage. Some 
lodged complaints with the FEPC. But even if the women could prove 
discrimination, the FEPC's only recourse was to withdraw the war contract from the 
offending companies, a highly unlikely action given the government’s top priority 
was maximum production. As a result, many black women ceased to seek defence 
industry work, moving instead from domestic and agricultural work to jobs in 
service industries; laundry workers, cleaning women, cooks, dishwashers and bus 
girls -jobs white women had vacated.
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Despite the lack of employment opportunities, black women formed an important 
part of the eivil rights coalition. On Birmingham's public transport for example, 
black women slightly outnumbered black men in the number of incidents of 
resistance on buses and streetcars. Between 1941 and 1942, nearly twice as many 
black women were arrested as black men, most of them charged with either sitting in 
the white section or cursing. Unlike the popular image of Rosa Parks' quiet 
resistance, most black women's opposition tended to be profane and militant. In 
Birmingham, there were dozens of episodes of black women sitting in the white 
section, arguing with drivers or conductors and fighting with white passengers, and 
in most eases the final scene of the drama ended with the woman either being 
ejected, receiving a refund on her fare and leaving of her own accord, moving to the 
back of the vehicle, or going to jail. Throughout the war, dozens of black women 
were arrested for merely cursing at the operator or a white passenger.
Alongside Afriean-Ameriean women, equally active was a younger generation of 
blacks. As previous scholarship has already demonstrated, black servicemen gained 
a reputation as militant opponents of Jim Crow.^  ^ Approximately half a million 
African Americans saw service overseas during World War Two. By mid -1944 the 
army had close to three quarters of a million blacks in uniform, more than half of 
them posted overseas, but only a handful of the thousand plus black officers were
Harrison, “Riverters, Volunteers and SACS: Women in Mobile during World War 
11,” Gulf Coast Historical Review (Spring 1986), Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 33-54; Susan 
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assigned to combat units.^  ^Like their predecessors from the First World War, many 
of them returned to Birmingham with a new sense of the proper order of things. 
"Gees it was rough, segregation was at its best after World War Two”, remembers 
James Armstrong:
Because you go somewhere, expose your life. You came home and you 
just keep like you didn't do anything for the country, and of course some of 
the soldiers were well spoken about that. They were able to have the 
agenda for freedom. They had been trained in the military to kill and to 
defend themselves. They had militancy.
It was very much in line with this feeling of "We're not going to put up with this any 
more"^^  ^that on January 23, 1946, one hundred Afriean-Ameriean veterans marched 
in double file through the main streets of Birmingham to the Jefferson County 
Courthouse, only to have the majority of their number rejected when they presented 
themselves and their discharge papers at the board of registrars. The group was the 
first mass delegation of a series being sponsored by the Veterans Committee of the 
Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC). The Department of Justice had just 
announced that it would prosecute criminally any person who interfered with the 
right to vote of any person. Yet these veterans were refused the right to register to 
vote. Walter White was keen to secure affidavits from black veterans who had been 
denied the right to vote, in order to see that the Department of Justice lived up to its 
pledge. He encouraged the local NAACP branch to support the SNYC efforts.
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For many black veterans returning to Birmingham after World War Two, NAACP 
activity regarding voter registration made membership in the local branch an 
attractive option. Tt was not at all unusual to find entire battalions signing up for 
membership in the local branch.
In addition, numerous reports came from Birmingham of black soldiers attempting to 
move the colour bands on public transport, sitting or standing in the white section 
and fighting with operators as well as white passengers over any act of injustice. In 
a world where clothes carried a great deal of social meaning and were often a 
signifier of power (or the lack thereof), black men in uniform saw themselves as 
representing a higher authority, and therefore felt empowered to act on principle. 
More importantly, their uniforms signified a clear active opposition to fascism and 
Aryan supremacy, which is precisely what African Americans experienced in the
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South as far as black soldiers were eoneemed. Oeeasionally blaek servieemen tried 
to turn individual acts of resistance into collective battles by either drawing other 
passengers or military personnel into the fray.
One must not exaggerate the extent to which black servicemen initiated resistance on 
buses, however. Second to Afriean-Ameriean women, those who contested the 
power of operators to confine blacks to inadequate spaces, who challenged racist 
remarks and gestures, or who engaged in outrageous acts of rebellion as a means of 
"testing the limits" of Jim Crow were young uniformed men in their twenties. 
While not every black passenger was willing to breach the public transcript of 
accepted behaviour, some black male riders seemed to thrive on testing the limits of 
Jim Crow. As historian Robin Kelley writes, the majority of "racial disturbances" on 
public transportation were "provoked, to a large extent, by younger Negroes.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Birmingham
World War Two, unfortunately, did not mark significant improvement in economic, 
political or social status of African Americans in Birmingham. After being first 
dismissed during the Depression, blaek workers now found themselves last 
employed, discriminated against in government training programmes, excluded from 
many unions, and forced into the dirtiest and lowest paying jobs. Although the 
United States Supreme Court decision in Smith v. Allwright secured the right for 
African Americans to vote in white primary election without racial discrimination 
and promised political power, it failed to materialise on the local level. Whites 
reacted quickly to defend their dominance in polities with the passage of the Boswell 
Amendment that sought to curb black registration through legislative means. In sum.
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despite the économie changes brought by the war, the vast majority of blacks in 
Birmingham continued to suffer economic, social, and political oppression.
In a departure from the past, African Americans now had a new tactic to aid their 
struggle for eivil rights. This was a tactic which took advantage of American foreign 
policy; promotion of democracy abroad, to demand democracy at home in the 
racially segregated South. Although the blaek church, class dynamics, and gender 
were all important to the eivil rights movement during World War Two, in contrast 
to the 1930s, a new breed of civil rights activists had moved to the forefront of the 
struggle for eivil rights. As previous scholarship has already demonstrated, blaek 
servieemen had gained a reputation for being the most militant opponents of Jim 
Crow during the early 1940s.
The Civil Rights Movement in Detroit
National Context
Hundreds of thousands of blacks flocked to the nation's war centres, including 
Detroit. In 1946, city officials estimated that some sixty thousand blacks had moved 
to the area since 1940.^ ^^  Although the boundaries of the heavily congested east-side 
ghetto had expanded over the years, blaek migrant war workers faced a devastating 
housing shortage. In 1938, the results of the Real Property Survey revealed that
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the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow Run, Box 7, Folder: Census - 
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over one half of the dwellings occupied by blacks in Detroit were substandard/^^ 
Rental premises were already scarce, exorbitant, and dilapidated. Black natives, 
resentful that new buildings, private and government-sponsored, were white-only, 
were forced to double up with black migrants, in apartments, garages, even 
stables. On one of many occasions, the NAACP in 1944 protested to the Mayor, 
the Health Commissioner, and the Housing Commissioner to point out the plight of 
eighteen African-American families jammed into a schoolhouse infested with 
bedbugs and cockroaches. Initially moved in by the city for temporary residency, 
some families had been there for more than two years. The NAACP specifically 
drew attention to the fact that none of these families were on welfare and that many 
were war workers. Living in equally squalid conditions and sharing the toilet 
facilities were a further sixteen families who were housed in the old school's 
basement.
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Wartime housing shortage in Detroit was further exacerbated by the policy 
enunciated by the Mayor and Common Council and adopted by the Detroit Housing 
Commission on April 29, 1943. According to this policy, the Detroit Housing 
Commission made it clear that it would "in no way change the racial characteristics 
of any neighbourhood in Detroit through occupancy standards of Housing projects 
under its jurisdiction."^^ ^ Largely because of this policy, providing housing for these 
war workers soon became a problem of mammoth proportions and the needs of black 
war workers remained unmet throughout the entire war period. Indeed, in 
December, 1944, the Housing Commission wrote to the Mayor informing that under 
the policy of retaining the racial locations, they had reached their limit of war 
housing for African Americans as there were no additional sites available for the
14,000 bonafidc applicants seeking hous ing .T he  Federal Public Housing Projects 
for war workers at Wayne and Willow Run were restricted to whites only, and of the
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total 44,607 units built in Detroit, only 3,070 were set aside for b l a c k s / I n  short, 
Detroit, the arsenal of Democracy, decided that the patterns of neighbourhoods were 
more sacred than the patterns of human lives, and black war workers were denied 
access to homes because they could not meet the colour requirement for 
eligibility/^^
In early 1943, the NAACP office pressured the federal authorities to open the newly 
constructed defence project at nearby Willow Run to black workers and won. More 
than a quarter of a million migrants came into the Detroit Willow Run area between 
April, 1940 and June 1944. In July 1943 between 40 and 50 percent of those 
employed at Willow Run were African-American.^^^ Branch secretary, Glostcr 
Current, and President John McClendon circulated "Brotherhood and Willow Run," 
a booklet setting forth reasons for biracial occupancy; held mass meetings at Bethel 
AME Church, encouraged black unionists to establish pickets at the local office of 
the Federal Public Housing Authority and, perhaps most important, worked with the 
national office to prepare a law suit. In this test case, a worker named Flowers, who 
resided with his wife and two children in one room in Detroit, sought living quarters
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Walter White and Thurgood Marshall What Caused the Detroit Riot of 1943 
(New York: NAACP, July 1943), p.8. See also “Wartime Changes in Population and 
Family Characteristics Dctroit-Willow Run Congested Production Area," June, 
1944, U. S. Department of Commerce Jcssc H. Jones, Secretary, Bureau of Census 
J.C. Ca-2, No. 9 September 17, 1944, Population, (NA), Record Group 212: Records 
of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Box 7, Folder: Census -  
Correspondence.
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in the FHA project/*^ This resulted in several units at Willow Run being opened for
black occupancy at the end of the ycar/^^
The Willow Run was another housing fight involving the same issues and strategics 
in the making as those struggles for housing fought in the past, less one major 
difference; under the direction of the NAACP, integrated rather than separate 
housing was the goal/^^ As federal housing official, Anthony Lucheke, observed 
after Willow Run, more aggressive black groups, such as the NAACP, were pressing 
for long run improvements in race relations rather than realistic adjustments in the 
war period. “Their goal, is complete integration of the Negroes with the whites now. 
For example, when the question of housing arises, their formal position is to insist on 
biracial housing or none. Segregation in any form is not condonable.”^^®
In comparative difference from Birmingham where World War Two had, for various 
reasons, a limited impact on the position of African Americans, mobilisation for the 
war had a significant impact in creating opportunities for African-Amcrican workers 
in D e t ro i t .T h e  shortage of labour in Detroit was so great that companies, by 
necessity, had to expand their hiring pool to include blacks and women. The number 
of black workers in the automobile industry increased significantly during World 
War Two. By 1945, they comprised 15 percent of the workforce in the automobile
Alan Clive, State of War: Michigan in World War Two p. 150; and Dominic J. 
Capcci Race Relations in Wartime Detroit: The Sojourner Truth Housing 
Controversv of 1942 p. 145.
Dominic J. Capcci, Detroit and the Good War: The World War Two Letters of 
Mayor Jefferies and Friends p. 148.
Dominic J. Capeci, Race Relations in Wartime Detroit p. 143.
^^^"Memo to Mr. Joseph Kenen from Anthony Lucheck," Undated, (NA), Record 
Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central 
Files, Records Relating to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow 
Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run Manpower.
B. J. Widick, Detroit: Citv of Race and Class Violence (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, second edition, 1989), p. 111
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industry, compared to about four percent in 1940/^^ More importantly, the enormous 
demand for scmi-skillcd assembly workers during the war opened doors for blacks 
that had previously been shut/^^ Prior to the conversion to war work of the 
automotive industry, which occurred sometime in 1941, a majority of the 25,000 
black automobile workers were concentrated in the foundries and maintenance 
departments of the major factories. However, as war production increased, African 
Americans were employed in greater numbers and in jobs heretofore regarded as 
"white" jobs.^ "^^  As one observer noted at the time, “Whereas in former years the 
only factory jobs they could get were either those of a sweeper or a foundry worker, 
today the Negro in Detroit is being upgraded and is also getting a chance to be 
apprenticed.”^^  ^Indeed, the previous policy of the Chrysler Corporation had been to
African American employment in war industries increased from 5.6% of the total 
work force in May 1942 to an estimated 8. % in May 1943, cited in "Memo to Mr. 
Joseph Kenen from Anthony Lucheck," (NA), Record Group 212: Records of the 
Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central Files, Records Relating to the 
Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944 Willow Run, Box: 9 Folder: Willow Run 
Manpower. See also Thomas Sugrue, "The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and 
Industrial Decline and Housing in Detroit 1940-1960," (PhD Dissertation, Harvard 
University, 1992), p.34-35 and p.57-58; Fujita Kuniko Black Workers Struggles in 
Detroit's Auto Industrv 1935-1975 (California: Century One Press, 1980), p.25; and 
Thomas Sugrue, "The Structures of Urban Poverty: The Reorganisation of Space and 
Work in Three Periods of American History," Michael Katz (editor). The Underclass 
Debate: Views from Historv (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1993), p. 106.
Joe T. Darden, et al Detroit: Race and Uneven Development (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1987), p.68.
Helen A. Kulka "The Barometer of the City of Detroit Interracial Committee: An 
Attempt to Measure Racial Tensions," (MA Thesis, Wayne State University, 1946),
p.6.
"The Detroit Race Riot," (NA), Record Group 44: United States Information 
Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Office of War Information, Reports and Special 
Memo, 1942-3, Box 1814, Folder: Detroit Housing Riots -Negro. See also "Memo to 
Mr. Joseph Kenen from Anthony Lucheck," Undated, Record Group 212: Records of 
the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central Files, Records Relating to 
the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow 
Run Manpower.
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use blacks only on such jobs as stock handlers, janitors, foundry workers, sprayers 
and Sanders. With the outbreak of war, the corporation had begun upgrading.
Although thousands of blacks attained semi-skilled or skilled production jobs for the 
first time in Detroit, the process of promotion remained a contentious issue. As 
one observer recalled at the time: “a number of our correspondents report criticism 
by whites who denounced the attempt to erase the color line in plants and 
factories.”^^  ^ As long as blacks were in the hot, dirty, “nigger” jobs, most white 
workers felt secure in their jobs. But as soon as war production policies placed 
blacks in the so-callcd white jobs, white workers began engaging in "hate strikes 
protesting against the introduction of blacks into white jobs."^^  ^ As late as 1943, 
there were still plants that made little or no use of African Americans, despite the
Similarly, the General Motors upgraded over 5000 African American men to 
semiskilled and skilled jobs, while the Briggs Manufacturing Company was reported 
by many at the time as having done the best job in integrating black workers into the 
work force. Cited in "Memo to Mr. Joseph Kcncn from Anthony Lucheck," Undated, 
(NA), Record Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production 
Areas, Central Files, Records Relating to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943- 
1944, Willow Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run Manpower.
Alan Clive. State of War: Michigan in World War Two p. 137.
"Opinions About Interracial Tension," (NA), Record Group 44: United States 
Information Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Office of War Information, Reports and 
Special Memo, 1942-3, Box 1828, Folder Tension Obstacles to War Effort.
Joe T. Darden, ct al, Detroit: Race and Uneven Development (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1987), p.68. One of the worst of these hate strikes occurred 
in 1944, when 3900 white workers walked out of the Packard Plant, closing it down, 
because black workers were put in previously all-white jobs. Cited in "Memo to Mr. 
Joseph Kenen from Anthony Luchcck," Undated, (NA), Record Group 212: Records 
of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central Files, Records Relating 
to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow Run, Box 9, Folder: 
Willow Run Manpower. See also "Klan Data is Handed to Dowling," Detroit News 
June 9, 1943 p.l; and Richard W. Thomas, “The Black Urban Experience in Detroit: 
1916-1967," in Kenneth L. Kusmcr (editor). Black Communities and Urban 
Development in America 1720-1990 (New York and London: Garland Press, 1991), 
p.314.
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shortages of unskilled production workcrs/^^ The President's Committee on Fair 
Employment Practice had 157 cases of discrimination in employment in Detroit 
reported to its national office during the first nine months of 1943.*^ ^
With the increased economic opportunities resulting in larger earnings during World 
War Two, African Americans were found to be stepping over the line into areas 
previously thought of as white. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Detroit had an 
ordinance requiring all public places to serve everyone regardless of race. Yet it was 
not by the early 1940s that Detroit’s African Americans were availing themselves of 
this opportunity in significant numbers. As one observer noted, although the 
restaurants “now and then insult the Negro or spoil the food in order to keep the 
Negro in his place,” African Americans had “crashed the white stores, the 
restaurants and the moving picture houses of the white man.”^^  ^ Restaurants were 
prohibited from discriminating against African Americans, but there remained a
Neil Wynn, The Afro-American and the Second World War (New York: Holmes 
& Mcicr Publishers, 1975), p 68.
"Memo to Mr. Joseph Kcncn from Anthony Luchcck," Undated, (NA), Record 
Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central 
Files, Records Relating to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow 
Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run Manpower. See also “Detroit, Michigan," 
December 1, 1943, (NA), Record Group 212: Records of the Committee For 
Congested Production Areas, Box 13, Folder: Negro Housing; "Memo to Mr. Joseph 
Kcncn from Anthony Luchcck," Undated, (NA), Record Group 212: Records of the 
Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central Files, Records Relating to the 
Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run 
Manpower.
"Memo to Mr. Joseph Kcncn from Anthony Luchcck," Undated, (NA), Record 
Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central 
Files, Records Relating to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow 
Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run Manpower.
"The Detroit Race Riot," Undated, (NA), Record Group 44: United States 
Information Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Office of War Information, Reports and 
Special Memo, 1942-3, Box 1814, Folder: Detroit Housing Riots - Negro.
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large number that did and in which blacks never ate because of the treatment they 
received/
As blacks advanced in the growing economy and sought meals en route to work, in 
lunch breaks, and after hours, resentment at this treatment grew. Aware of the law 
and militant about their rights, black Detroiters seethed at this reminder of their 
second-class citizenship. From 1940 through to 1942, they pressed for civil rights 
through protest, litigation, and confrontation, as their white counterparts, 
increasingly bolstered by recently arrived southerners, denied them equal access to 
one third of all restaurants/^^In one incident at the hamburger stand next to the 
Mayfair Theatre, Roman J. Saunders was arrested and charged with disturbing the 
peace and loitering. According to the NAACP report, Saunders, in company with 
Jcssc Sneed, a recently discharged Navy veteran, had stopped in the hamburger 
restaurant and asked for two hamburgers to go. The owner told them that he would 
sell them "nigger size hamburgers. When the sandwiches were brought they were 
the size of a quarter and the men refused to pay for them, whereupon they were 
promptly arrested. Again, the most prominent issue of social segregation in Detroit 
during this period became absolutely central to the student sit-in movement in the 
South in the early 1960s.
Although there were fewer "incidents" of African Americans refusing to be 
segregated upon buses and trolleys in Detroit, the forced mingling of blacks with
"Memo to Mr. Joseph Kcncn from Anthony Luchcck," Undated, (NA), Record 
Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Central 
Files, Records Relating to the Operations of the Area Offices 1943-1944, Willow 
Run, Box 9, Folder: Willow Run Manpower.
Dominic J. Capcci Lavercd Violence: The Detroit Rioter's of 1943 (Jackson and 
London: University of Mississippi Press, 1991), p. 185.
136 "Ye^ei-ans Case taken By Local Branch," Detroit Branch NAACP News Release, 
April 1, 1946 (Archives of Labour and Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan, herafter 
cited as ALUA), Detroit Commission on Community Relations (DCCR) Records, 
Part 3, Box 89, Folder: 37 NAACP 1942-1953.
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southern whites on buses and trolleys crowded with nearly 40 percent more 
passengers led to fights and s tabbing /On April 27, 1945, for example, there was a 
dispute at Bcaubicn and Vcmor, between a white conductor and an African- 
Amcrican passenger. The passenger had refused to pay his fare, stating that he was a 
fellow employee. Although he wore a uniform, a policeman threw him off the bus 
for using “profane language.”^^  ^ In another incident it was reported that, “colored 
passenger David Jordon tripped himself over another passenger’s feet and pulled a 
4inch blade knife on the passenger. Jordon was effectively removed from the bus by 
an officer and taken to the 7th Precinct. 139 Just two weeks earlier on April 8, 1945, a 
white coach operator L. Lcvandusky, in charge of a Plymouth-Caniff Coach had 
reported a dispute with “some colored ladies at Carrie and Miller.” He stated that six 
coloured ladies had boarded the coach at Buffalo and Caniff, they wouldn’t move to 
the rear, nor move so people could get past them. This left people waiting at the curb 
to board the coach; the operator summoned the police. While he talked to the police 
several passengers got off the coach so “the colored ladies got scats.” They were not 
evicted but the police “warned them to bchavc.” "^^^
"Excerpt from Detroit of Field Representative for Alabama," April 9, 1942 (NA), 
Record Group 44: United States Information Service, Bureau of Intelligence, Office 
of War Information, Reports and Special Memo, 1942-3, Box 1830, Folder: Area 
Study Reports Special Services, Memo, August 14,1942.
"Report to Commissioner Ballcngcr from J. A. Kramer," May 18, 1945 (ALUA), 
DCCR Records, Part 2, Box 2, Folder: DSR Police Reports, January 1945 to June 
1945.
139 "Report to Commissioner Ballcngcr from J. A. Kramer," March 9, 1949 (ALUA), 
DCCR Records, Part 2, Box 2, Folder DSR Police Reports, January 1945 to June 
1945.
"Report to Commissioner Ballcngcr from J. A. Kramer," April 17,1945. (ALUA), 
DCCR Records, Part 2, Box 2, Folder DSR Police Reports, January 1945 to June 
1945. Weekly reports of racial confrontation between blacks and whites on Detroit's 
public transport, from January 4, 1945 through to June 25, 1945, arc located in the 
same folder. Another goldmine of reports for the period July 1945 through to May 
1946 can be found at the (ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 2, Box 2, Folder DSR Police 
Reports, July 1945 to May 1946.
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The conflict over public space exploded into the nation's worst riot on June 20, 1943. 
In an effort to seek relief from the hot, humid city streets, over a hundred thousand 
people streamed across the bridge to Belle Isle Park, a two-square mile recreation 
area in the Detroit River. As the temperature soared over ninety, long lines of blacks 
and whites jostled to get into the bathhouse, rent canoes, and buy refreshments. A 
series of disconnected skirmishes broke out among the more than five thousand 
people on the bridge, and over the course of the day, the encounters quickly merged 
into large-scale racial violence that spread throughout the city, ui The cost of the riot 
can be measured in many ways. Thirty-four people were dead, 675 were injured, and 
1,893 were arrested during or immediately after the outbreak. Property damage was 
estimated at two million dollars. The loss to war production was calculated at 
between a half a million and six million man-hours. 142 When federal troops called in 
to restore order, pulled out of Detroit on July 9, they left behind a pacified but not a 
peaceful community.
Local Context
Unlike their Birmingham counterparts, African Americans in Detroit had long held 
the right to participate in the political system. Yet the loyalty of the city's African- 
Amcrican voters did not cam them a fair share of political patronage, and the city 
administration under Mayor Edward Jefferies Jr consistently ignored the demands of 
reform and civil rights groups for more black police officers, better schools, and
141 Harvard Sitkoff, "The Detroit Riot of 1943" Michigan Historv (Fall 1969) Vol. 
53, N0 .3 , p. 188-9. See also Alan Clive State of War (Ann Arbour: University of 
Michigan Press, 1979) p. 160-162; Dominic J. Capeci, Jr and Martha Wilkcrson, 
"The Detroit Rioters of 1943: A Rcintcrprctation," Michigan Historical Review 
(Spring, 1990) Vol. 10, pp.49-72; Dominic Capcci Layered Violence: The Detroit 
Rioters of 1943 (Jackson and London: University of Mississippi Press, 1991).
142 "Developing Situation, 'Tensions in Detroit Area Menace Productivity' - The 
Detroit Riot," Undated, (NA), Record Group 44: United States Information Service, 
Bureau of Intelligence, Office of War Information, Reports and Special Memo, 
1942-3, Box 1814, Folder: Detroit Housing Riots - Negro.
August Mcicr, and Elliot Rudwick From Plantation to Ghetto (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 3rd edition, 1976), pp268-269.
165
services in the black neighbourhoods/'^'^ Of particular concern to the African 
American community was the poor state of relations between the community and the 
city's police force. The police department had clearly shown its racism during the 
1943 race riot when of the 25 African Americans killed, the police killed 17. A 
report by Thurgood Marshall on the activities of police during the riots, on June 21, 
and June 22, 1943 suggested that the trouble reached riot proportions because the 
police of Detroit had once again enforced the law under an unequal hand. They used 
persuasion rather than firm action with white rioters while against blacks they used 
the ultimate in force: night sticks revolvers, riot guns, sub-machine guns, and deer 
guns. In the post-World War Two period police antagonism toward minorities, 
particularly blacks, steadily increased. Relations between the black community and 
the police became so bad that the NAACP along with other groups spent most of 
their time processing complaints against the police department.
Indignation over police brutality reached boiling point with the death of Beverley 
Lee. On October 1947, NAACP officials demanded an inquest into the fatal shooting 
of 13 year old, Beverley Lee, by patrolmen Louis Began of Trumblc Station. 
Although Police Commissioner Ballcngcr insisted that the investigation would not 
be a white wash, efforts on the part of the NAACP, other organisations and 
individuals to get a coroner’s inquest failed when Prosecutor James McNally refused
Kenneth Kusmcr "African Americans in the City Since World War Two From the 
Industrial to the Post Industrial Era," Journal Urban Historv (May 1995), Vol. 21 
No.4 p.464; and Martin Kilson, "Political Change in the Negro Ghetto, 1900-1940s," 
in Nathan Huggins (editor), Kcv Issues in the Affo-Amcrican Experience (New 
York, Harcount Brace Jovanovich, 1971), p. 167-185.
Walter White and Thurgood Marshall, What Caused the Detroit Riot of 1943 
(New York: NAACP, July 1943), p.29.
"Minutes, City of Detroit Interracial Committee," June 6, 1945 - November 6, 
1945 (ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 1, Scries 1, Box 10, Folder: Interracial 
Committee, June 6 1945 -November 6, 1945. Sec also Edward C. Pintzunk, "Going 
Down Fighting: The Michigan Communist Party After World War Two," (PhD 
Dissertation, Wayne State University 1992), p. 104-105; and B. J. Widick, Detroit: 
Citv of Race and Class Violence (Detroit: Wayne State University, 1989), p. 104.
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to issue a warrant. McNally instead backed up the decision by Assistant Prosecutor 
William Brusslcr and Homicide Squad Inspector George Braton that the killing was 
"justifiable homicide". The incident mobilised the black community as hundreds 
assembled for a mass meeting sponsored by the Detroit NAACP to demand that the 
case be reopened.
Mayor Jefferies, following the riot of June 1943 appointed the Detroit Interracial 
Committee. As one of its first tasks, the Interracial Committee developed the idea 
of attempting to measure racial tensions in the city, in order to be on the alert for 
another social explosion. Hence, one of its principal activities was the 
maintenance of a so-called barometer, a system of reports from police, transit
"Report of Investigation, John Field and Joseph Coles, City of Detroit Interracial 
Committee," (ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 1, Box: 4 Folder: 47-67. Sec also 
"NAACP Legal Redress Committee Report, Annual Meeting," December 14, 1947, 
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2 Scries C, Box 89, Folder: Detroit, Mich, 1948- 
1951, July; "What Branches arc Doing - Michigan," January 15, 1948, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 155, Folder: Branches, Members at Large; 
“Statement of NAACP Attempt to Work With Police Department," Undated, 
(ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 3, Box 89, Folder: 36 NAACP 1944-1950; "Police 
Killing of Boy Probed, Ballcngcr Says No Cover Up," Detroit Tribune October 18, 
1947; "Seek Inquest in Boy Killing," Detroit News October 18, 1947; "Urge Inquest 
in Boy's Death," Detroit News October 21, 1947; "Rally to Discuss Police Killings," 
Detroit News October 25, 1947; "Mass Meeting Called To Push Protest Fight," 
Michigan Chronicle October 25, 1947; "Citizens Protest Beverley Lee Shooting," 
Detroit NAACP News Release, October 27, 1947, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, 
Scries C, Box 88, Folder: Detroit Mich 1947; "Hill Demands Coroner Probe Lee 
Killing," Detroit Tribune November 1, 1947; and "Ballcngcr Asked To Bring 
Beverley Lee Slayer To Justice," Michigan Chronicle November 15, 1947. For 
similar cases of police brutality sec the following "Branch News, Michigan," Crisis 
May, 1944, p. 167.
"A Memorandum on Suggestions For Chairman," Mayor's Interracial Committee 
Undated, (NA), Record Group 212 Records of the Committee For Congested 
Production Areas, Box 13, Folder: Interracial File. Sec also Bette Smith Jenkins 
"The Racial Policies of the Detroit Housing Commission and Their Administration," 
(MA Thesis, Wayne State University, 1950), p.l.
Helen A. Kulka, "The Barometer of the City of Detroit Interracial Committee: An 
Attempt to Measure Racial Tensions" (MA Thesis, Wayne State University, 1946), 
p.9-10.
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officials and other ‘informed’ officials that were used to determine the level of racial 
tension in the city. By broadening the base for community participation in a race 
relation's programme and enlisting the aid of people in the black community as 
members of the reporting group, the barometer served as an official car for a group 
of citizens who had no other means of airing g r ievances .H ow ever ,  the 
Commission, which seemed well meaning at first, proved impotent. Composed 
primarily of city department heads and invested with very little power, the 
committee failed to demand vigorous action on racial matters.
By late 1944 and early 1945 Detroit’s black leaders were especially upset at the 
weakness of the Mayor’s Interracial Committee over the housing issue. Moreover, 
interracial disagreements served to further distance the committee from organised 
black leaders. Writing in his weekly column for the Detroit Tribune. Detroit NAACP 
executive secretary Gloster Current, alleged that the committee was full of “misfits” 
and “going nowhere,” and that its entire programme was a failure. “It is a disgrace 
that all the council has done to date is to present a banquet and an art exhibit which, 
while cultural and aesthetic, docs not reach the acute problem that confronts Negroes 
and that’s housing.”^^  ^ The NAACP continued its constructive criticism when it 
visited the committee in early 1945. At this meeting Dr McClendon and Current
Alan Clive. State of War: Michigan in World War Two p. 165.
"Letter to Mr. Frank McLaury, Director President's Committee On Congested 
Production Areas, From Mrs. Beulah Whitby, Assistant Director, City of Detroit," 
March 30, 1944 (NA), Record Group 212 Records of the Committee For Congested 
Production Areas, Box: 13 Folder: Negro Housing. See also Helen A. Kulka, "The 
Barometer of the City of Detroit Interracial Committee: An Attempt to Measure 
Racial Tensions," (MA Thesis, Wayne State University, 1946), p.68.
Angela Denise Dillard, “From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage, Jr," p. 166. See also A. J. Stovall, The Growth of Black Elected 
Officials p.67.
"Current Asks Removal of Inter-Racial Head," The Detroit Sun November 4, 
1944 (NA), Record Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production 
Areas, Box 10, Folder: Negro Publicity News clippings related to Housing, Negro 
Jewish relations etc.
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pointed out among other items that the committee needed to take a position on 
guarantees of citizens to equal accommodation in hotels, restaurants and recreational
establishments.
Contention over the appointment of officers further served to divide the NAACP and 
the Interracial Committee. In August 1945, against the recommendation of the 
Detroit NAACP, Mr. Joseph G. Cole was appointed as Field Representative. The 
NAACP took the position that since Mr. Cole’s ideas were contrary to those of the 
Association in the matter of solving racial problems, he would prove incapable of 
doing the type of work that such a position demanded. Before his appointment to the 
committee he was allegedly to have made a statement to the effect that; "Practically 
all of the Negroes who live north of Grand Boulevard are paying for their homes 
with gambling games, selling liquor, and brothel houses. “If such a man as Mr. 
Cole is appointed,” the NAACP warned “we tell you here and now that your 
Commission may expect no help and assistance from the members of our 
association.” Indeed,after Mr. Cole’s appointment, executive secretary Gloster 
Current found it necessary to resign from the Popular Education Committee of the 
Mayor’s Interracial Committee. The criticism made by the NAACP was taken in 
surprisingly good humour. As George Schermer wrote “You did a rather thorough 
job on us in the usual inimitable Current style, over the appointment of a field 
representative. Well, we can take it.” But he objected to the fact that the NAACP
^^^Marshall Stevenson, “Points of Departure, Acts of Resolve: Black Jewish 
Relations in Detroit," p. 164.
"Letter to Mr. Donald Marsh, Chairman Popular Education Committee from J. J. 
McClendon, Pres Detroit Branch NAACP," July 30, 1945, (ALUA), DCCR Records, 
Part 3, Box 89, Folder 36: NAACP 1944-1950.
"Letter to James K. Watkins, Chairman, Interracial Committee from James J. 
McClendon," March 25, 1945, (ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 3, Box 89, Folder 36: 
NAACP 1944-1950.
"Letter to Mr. Donald Marsh, Chairman Popular Education Committee from J. J. 
McClendon, Pres Detroit Branch NAACP," July 30, 1945 (ALUA), DCCR, Part 3, 
Box 89, Folder 36: NAACP 1944-1950.
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was counting the Committee “out” as a constructive agency for combating 
discrimination and p re jud ice /I t  was entirely unfair, he commented, to break off 
relations over the appointment of a single staff member. After all, a field 
representative worked under supervision and “he does not determine policy, and he 
does not make decisions.” Schermer, claimed that the appointment of one employee 
could not possibly determine either the success, or failure, of the organisation. 
Unable to gain the kind of progress in race relations it expected from the city 
administration and its race relations agency, the NAACP turned to the African- 
American Left in its struggle for civil rights.
Under the leadership of Reverend Charles Hill and Gloster Current, there emerged a 
growing relationship between the local NAACP and the Detroit National Negro 
Congress (NNC). On April 17, 1945, Dorothy K. Funn, officer of the Detroit 
Council of the NNC wrote of the close alliance that the Detroit Council had 
formulated with the local chapter of the NAACP; "We are enjoying very fine 
relations with the NAACP, Gloster Current has our membership books and is 
soliciting members. He has been helpful in outlining organisation of the campaign. 
He and I are buddies. Two weeks earlier, afraid that conflict would be 
unfortunate, the NNC had agreed to postpone its conference so that it did not conflict 
with the NAACP Emergency War Conference.
"Letter to Gloster B. Current from George Schermer," August 3, 1945, (ALUA), 
DCCR Records, Part 3, Box 89, Folder 36: NAACP 1944-1950.
"Letter to Dr. James J. McClendon from George Schermer," August 3, 1945, 
(ALUA), DCCR Records, Part 3, Box 89, Folder 36: NAACP 1944-1950.
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April 17 1945 (Schomberg Centre for Research in Black Culture, New York Public 
Library, NY, hereafter cited as SNYPL), Papers of the National Negro Congress, 
Part 2: Records and Correspondence, 1943-1947, Microfilm Reel 17, Frame 935. 
"Letter to Thelma M Dale from Vera Vanderburg," September 6, 1945 (SNYPL), 
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NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 26, Folder: Annual Convention,
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In the successful effort to keep the Sojourner Truth Housing Project open to blacks 
during 1942, NAACP officials had for the first time worked closely with left-wing 
blacks who organised the demonstrations and protest/^^ In keeping with the declared 
public policy of both the Federal Housing administration and the Detroit 
Commission on Housing, the project was segregated/^^ Unfortunately, even 
segregated housing did not sit well with whites in the neighbourhood/^"^ Before long, 
whites in the neighbourhood in which the project was built began objecting not to 
the housing project, but to the blacks living in them. These blacks were too close for 
white comfort .When blacks attempted to move into the Sojourner Truth Housing 
Project, on February 28, 1942, lines of white pickets formed to prevent the new 
tenants from occupying their homes. Rioting broke out when the police failed to 
protect the black tenants from the white mob. In the ensuing fighting, the police
Emergency Conference on Status of Negro During the War: Committee. See also 
"Letter to Gloster B. Current from Walter White," April 27, 1943, (LOC), NAACP 
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James McClendon from Walter White," April 27, 1943, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
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arrested more than one hundred blacks and less than half a dozen whites/ 
Persistent protest paid off In the first in a series of reversals, the Federal Housing 
Administration turned the project over to whites.
Immediately, the black community, aided by the national offices of the NAACP and 
the local chapter swung into action, with the formation of the Sojourner Truth 
Citizens Committee. Horace A. White, the only black member of the Detroit 
Housing Commission, State Senator Charles C. Diggs, Louis Martin, J. J. 
McClendon and Gloster Current of the NAACP as well as attorney C. Lebron 
Simmons and the Reverend Hill organised the committee. The Citizens' 
Committee started applying pressure by means of picketing offices down at city 
hall.^^  ^ Almost daily lunchtime meetings at the Lucy Thurman YWCA and mass 
meetings every Sunday at various churches to distribute information and raise funds 
supplemented their activities. Finally, in April 1942, protected by 1,200 state home 
guard troops, three state police officers and eight Detroit police officers, some black 
families began moving into the housing.
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1950), p.l; Lee Finkle, “The Conservative Aims of Militant Rhetoric Black Protest 
During World War Two."Journal of American History (1973), Vol. 60, No. 3, p.700; 
and Angela Denise Dillard, “From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage Jr," p. 155.
Angela Denise Dillard, “From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage, Jr," p. 151-2.
Angela Denise Dillard, “From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend 
Albert Cleage, Jr," p. 151-2. See also Njeru Murage "Organizational History of the 
Detroit Urban League," p.366; and A. J. Stovall, The Growth of Black Elected 
Officials p.63.
Njeru Murage, “Organizational History of the Detroit Urban League," p.378.
Njeru Murage, “Organizational History of the Detroit Urban League," p.378.and 
p.382-3. See also Joe T. Darden, et al, Detroit: Race and Uneven Development 
p. 115 and 119; Marshall Field Stevenson Jr, “Points of Departure, Acts of Resolve,
172
The housing controversy and the emergence of the Citizens Committee revealed the 
degree to which coalition politics, organised around a single issue, was a real 
possibility in wartime Detroit. Eventually, every major institution, organisation and 
socio-economic class in the black community was represented. Support from white 
leftists and liberals was a bit lacking at first, but as the controversy heated up, the 
committee began to take on an interracial shape.Although the Citizens' Committee 
soon reorganised to fight for war industry jobs, "the NAACP benefited most from 
the Sojourner Truth episode,” branch leaders capitalised on the protest and the role 
they and their organisation had played in it. As Coleman Young recollected:
It was the first time that any kind of unity like that was formed between 
the National Negro Congress and the NAACP. I think probably as a result 
of Sojourner Truth, the tactics of the NAACP in Detroit became much 
more like the tactics of a labor union than an classic civil rights 
organization that depended on legal advance in the courts. Sojourner Truth 
was picket lines and Demonstrations.
In fact, the NAACP enjoyed a certain amount of respect among the African- 
American left. During the controversy over the Oakwood Public Housing Project, 
the black militants called off demonstrations after being requested by the NAACP.
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To alleviate the problem of housing somewhat, the Detroit Housing Commission 
recommended on January 17, 1945, that one thousand units of emergency war 
housing be built on the south-west comer of the city primarily for occupancy by 
black workers/^"  ^ The affair dragged on until March 9 at which time the white 
residents from Oakwood jammed the City Hall and overflowed into the corridors on 
every floor and stairway. Representatives of those organisations in favour of locating 
housing for blacks were unable to get in as the police department and fire department 
had to turn most away. The Council deferred action until late in March when it 
voted five to four to reject the recommendation of the Housing Commission. The 
significance of the incident lay not so much with the resistance to the housing 
project, as its demonstration of the kind of respect the NAACP enjoyed among the 
black left. As Gloster Current remembered of the event: "You can but imagine the 
temper of the hearing, fortunately, we told the Negroes to stay home."^^  ^The relative 
absence of black militants was no accident. The NNC had publicly called for 
businesses to close to enable every black in Detroit to participate in demonstrations 
in front of City Hall. But when the NAACP warned that these demonstrations might
"U.S. Move 1,000 Homes to Detroit," Detroit Free Press October 18, 1944 (NA), 
Record Group 212: Records of the Committee For Congested Production Areas, Box 
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inadvertently contribute to an increase in racial hostility, the NNC agreed not to go 
through with their plans/^^
As already mentioned, the most pronounced changes for black workers in Detroit 
came in the 1940s. Central to this was the role-played by the United Automobile 
Workers (UAW). Beginning in the last years of the Great Depression, industrial 
unions, led by the UAW, opened many local units to black membership, lobbied for 
civil rights protection and supported the hiring of black workers. At the same time 
the public pronouncements of the CIO and UAW emphasised democratically 
integrated industrial unions that accepted and employed blacks on an equal basis to 
whites. To a black unionist like Horace Sheffield, wartime improvements in job 
opportunities showed that "the only real and potent ally that the Negro has in the
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Struggle for survival in industry is the organised labour movement. Indeed, aside 
from the handful of black leaders, the only social authority or institution in the 
Detroit area that had offered a sensible programme to stop the bloodshed 
surrounding the riot of 1943 and had made an attempt to create some measure of 
social stability was the UAW. Immediately after the race riot, UAW President, R. J. 
Thomas, released a press statement that openly criticised the conduct of the Detroit 
Police Department during the riot.^ ^^
The NAACP also depended on organised labour as an important political ally. In the 
autumn of 1943, a virtually united African-American community mobilised to seek 
the defeat of Mayor Jefferies in his bid for re-election. In this campaign, the 
African-American community found itself working for the first time in a close 
political coalition with the UAW.^^  ^Led by UAW President, R. J. Thomas, and city 
councilman, George Edwards, a former UAW organiser, the coalition gained the 
backing of most CIO unions, the NAACP and Urban League, the International Labor 
Defense, National Negro Congress and the Socialist Party of Michigan. They were 
supported editorially by the Detroit Free Press. Detroit Tribune and the Michigan 
Chronicle. In the initial run off, the African-American labour coalition appeared 
to be heading for victory. Judge Frank Fitzgerald received 98,583 votes while 
Jefferies secured no more than 60,360.^ "^^
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In response to the African-American and labour coalition, Jefferies, with the aid of 
the Detroit News launched a campaign of "race baiting" unparalleled in Detroit 
election h i s t o r y / I n  pamphlets and radio speeches, he told white Detroit that only 
a handful of "radical Negro leaders" and "CIO politicians" supported unrestricted 
housing, a policy too dangerous to be considered when war production depended on 
the maintenance of civic duty/^^ Further, he claimed that UAW leaders were 
determined to invade white residential areas. Statements such as these brought the 
white community together in an effort to keep the CIO or African-American 
supported candidates from winning office in the election. As the editor of the 
Michigan Chronicle, Louis Martin ran in his editorial of August 7, 1943: "When the 
race issue is raised, the UAW becomes politically impotent." Adding, "Here in 
Detroit was a partnership of the two groups (blacks and organised labour) wrecked 
on the shoulders of racism. Until this 'bogey' of color is dispelled, such an alliance 
will always be at the mercy of those who dare exploit racial prejudice. 
Frankenstein carried some 90 percent of the black vote, but the mayor cut wide 
across white ethnic CIO districts and won the middle-class Northwest area by an 
overwhelming margin.
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Largely because of intra-union competition for black political support, white UAW 
officials were encouraged to put civil rights issues high on their agenda. During the 
1940s, black staffers and local union activists participated in an informal caucus that 
agitated for more black representatives in the union hierarchy and more effort to 
upgrade black workers in the auto shops. In an effort to mitigate the Black caucus, 
the Reuther forces agreed to hire a black consultant to study racial discrimination 
within the union. The UAW recruited George Crockett, a black lawyer employed by 
the federal FEPC, to conduct the study. Crockett recommended the establishment of 
a Fair Practices Committee, which the union agreed to.^ ®^ The right wing group also 
advocated civil rights, not so much because they expected to win black political 
support, but because the rapid growth of a quasi-autonomous black movement had 
made militancy on civil rights the sine qua non of serious political leadership in the 
UAW.^ ^^
As mentioned earlier, black workers in Detroit sought to break out of traditional job 
ghettos in the foundry and janitorial service, precipitating a series of explosive "hate 
strikes" as white workers walked off the job to stop the entrance of black workers 
into formerly all-white departments. What is interesting to note here is that the 
strikes were almost always failures, not only because federal officials and UAW 
leaders quickly mobilised to cut them off but also because they failed to intimidate 
most black workers. During the war there were probably as many demonstrations 
and protest strikes led by black workers as white walkouts. For example, at Packard, 
scene of one of the most infamous hate strikes of the war, black workers eventually 
triumphed over white opposition. Indeed, UAW leaders recognised that unless 
black workers were recruited to the union, they might undermine efforts to
Wilbur C. Rich Coleman Young and Detroit Politics (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1989), p.65.
Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein, "Opportunities Found and Lost," p.799.
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consolidate UAW power in key manufacturing areas/^^ As one UAW official wrote 
at the time: “I understand that Walter Reuther and R. J. Thomas are very much 
concerned about the race situation in Detroit. It appears that Negroes are in a 
position to close down three or four shops there and are threatening to do so simply 
because they are generally mad about everything. Many talented politically 
sophisticated black officers and staffers emerged in the UAW during the mid-1940s, 
although never in numbers approaching their proportion of union membership. Still, 
blacks were a majority in almost every foundry and in most paint shops, so locals 
that represented manufacturing facilities usually included a black on the election 
slate as one of the top four officers.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Like the branch in Birmingham, the Detroit chapter of the NAACP owed its success 
during World War Two to a core of committed activists. Foremost among them was 
the Reverend Charles Hill, an outspoken pastor of one of the largest Baptist 
churches, who was among the most respected and influential black leaders in 
Detroit. He gained prominence during the Sojourner Truth housing controversy, as 
one of the founders of the Citizens' Committee advocating black occupancy. At the 
end of 1945, Dr James J. McClendon retired as president of the local NAACP and 
Reverend Charles Hill assumed the position. In assuming office. Hill stressed that 
the "future of the NAACP lies with the masses" and felt the executive board should 
have been interracial and included members from all g roups .A l though
Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein, "Opportunities Found and Lost," p.798.
"Letter to Walter White from Lestie," May 4, 1943, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series A, Box 26, Folder: Annual Convention, Emergency Conference on 
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unsuccessful in this attempt, he had a strong base among the unionised black 
working class and members of the National Negro Congress and Civil Rights
Federation/
The Detroit NAACP, however, was unable to establish a relationship with the 
traditional church leadership. During the National Baptist Convention meeting in 
September 1945, the local branch thought it was an unfortunate situation that the 
meeting was taking place in Detroit. The local sponsoring committee was headed by 
a Reverend Boone, a newcomer to Detroit. Apparently, he had not consulted with the 
“Negro leadership” and had arranged to invite the convention against the wishes of 
the responsible leaders. Drawing attention to the fact that race relations had been 
somewhat better during the summer of 1945 than at any time since the race riot of 
1943, executive secretary, Gloster B. Current, thought it was a grave mistake to 
bring such a huge group of southern African Americans into the city at this time and 
to house them when there was a housing shortage, but more importantly, the 
invitation “upset the strategy of the leadership.”^^ ^
Like in Birmingham, the black press played a key role in heightening racial 
militancy among African Americans in Detroit. After the 1943 riot, charges flared as 
opposing groups accused each other of starting the riot. Police commissioner John H. 
Witherspoon, put the blame for the riot on African Americans and, in particular, the 
Michigan Chronicle. Commissioner Witherspoon alleged that the newspaper's
James J. McClendon from George Schermer," December 18, 1945 (ALUA), DCCR 
Records, Part 3, Box 89, Folder: 36 NAACP 1944-1950; and Marshall Field 
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constant cries of racial discrimination inflamed hostilities among African Americans. 
However, the Michigan Chronicle charged that the Ku Klux Klan and other anti- 
African-American organisations were responsible.After the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor, local activists applied pressure politics, both locally and nationally. "The 
very character of war," read an editorial in the Michigan Chronicle which supported 
the Courier-inspired campaign, "a war for freedom, for democracy, for liberation, 
has of necessity produced profound changes in our own thinking and has accelerated 
the hopes of all of us for a new America and even a new world. "^^^Despite the 
attempt of the black press to boost morale, each issue after Pearl Harbor announced 
new in su l t s .B y  the outbreak of World War Two the black press was one of the 
leading black industries and had a following perhaps second only to the NAACP. 
Gunnar Myrdal felt it may have been the "greatest single power of the African 
American community. Whilst Birmingham and Detroit witnessed similar 
dynamics in regards to the role of the black church and black press, interesting 
comparisons emerge with the interplay of class, gender and generational politics.
With almost ten thousand black workers organised in the Detroit area, African 
Americans from the Rouge and other UAW plants poured into the Detroit NAACP 
chapter, making it the nation's largest and most working-class chapter.^^  ^As a matter
A. J. Stovall, The Growth of Black Elected Officials p. 66.
^^ %fichigan Chronicle Julv 3.1943.
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of fact, it became the biggest because of the fight that was carried on by the rank and 
file members, which finally led to the election of Reverend Charles Hill as president 
in December 1945/ "^  ^ Still, it was something of a surprise to many when Reverend 
Hill was elected. As George Crockett remembered; "The election of Charles Hill 
was, sort of, out of character because he allied very closely with the labour 
movement in Detroit. Under its previous president. Dr John McClendon, the 
Detroit branch of the NAACP, had been a largely middle-class organisation with a 
large group of doctors, lawyers and dentists.^ ®  ^ Whilst the “old guard” under the 
leadership of Dr McClendon had been largely anti-union and pro-management, the 
Reverend Hill worked hard to encourage blacks to join the union. For example, he 
played a decisive role in bringing the black workers of the Ford Rouge plant to 
support the UAW in 1941.^^  ^Considering this, it is not at all surprising to find that 
Reverend Hill did much to increase the influence of the black working class in the 
Detroit NAACP. Labour was represented on the executive board by unionists Prince 
Clark and Walter Harding. As the editor of the Crisis noted at the time, “Today, 
Detroit is a workers' town, dynamic in eveiy respect. The CIO and the AFL embrace 
a majority of the Negro workers and these organisations make up a major portion of 
the NAACP membership.
^ "^^"Interview of Arthur McPaul by Norman McRae," April 5 1970, (ALUA), Blacks 
in the Labour Movement, Oral History Project, Archives of Labor and Urban 
Affairs, Detroit, Michigan.
"Author's Interview with George Crockett," Washington D C, October 15,1995.
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The new labour committee was the largest and most active group in the Detroit 
branch. It served as a forum for black workers to air their grievances and as a 
pressure group, urging companies and the City government to advance black job 
rights.^ ^® On December 14, 1947, for example, one such matter handled by the 
NAACP Labour committee was the question of inclusion of a number of coloured 
workers in the contract covering the F. L. Jacobs C o m p a n y .T h e  NAACP's 
programme of demonstrations against job bias climaxed when, aroused by the slow 
upgrading of trained black men and the reluctance of war industries to utilise 
available black women, the NAACP labour committee sponsored a demonstration in 
Cadillac Square, on Sunday April Embodying the desire to have democracy
practised at home as well as abroad, the huge assembly ratified the Cadillac Charter, 
which called for abolition of discrimination in government housing and the armed 
forces; abolition of the poll tax; security from mob violence, lynching, police 
brutality and physical violence; and equal treatment in hiring, upgrading and 
training.^ ^^
The growth of black working class influence within the branch also served to smooth 
over differences between the traditional leadership who had stood against
Geraldine Bledsoe by Norman McRae," 1970, (ALUA), Blacks in the Labour 
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unionisation, and younger militants who used the union as a power base. During 
World War Two both managed to put aside many internal differences, and unite in 
the struggle against discrimination in employment, housing and other areas of social 
life.^ "^^  For example, the Citizens' Committee for Jobs in the War Industry was 
established by the Reverend Hill, with support from black union leaders in Local 600 
and members of the NNC. As an umbrella group, it spanned the ideological spectrum 
of the city's black activists. Although the NAACP’s executive committee was 
worried about the NNC's connections to the Communist Party, the importance of the 
jobs issue encouraged the formation of a new, yet tenuous, black united front policy. 
Gloster Current, a militant in his own right, served as the group's recording secretary, 
while Mamie Thompson, the NAACP's treasurer, handled the Citizens' Committee's 
finances.
Similar to the situation in Birmingham, employers in Detroit made no secret of their 
unwillingness to hire black women. During World War Two, they were the very last 
resources to be tapped by the war industries. In June 1943, the employment service 
in the Detroit area estimated that there were 28,000 black women available for war 
work, comprising the largest neglected source of labour living in the area.^^  ^ Not 
even the Ford Motor Company was eager to hire them. The personnel office at 
Willow Run began hiring white women in the spring of 1942. Black women had to
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Capeci, Lavered Violence: The Detroit Rioter's of 1943 p. 183; Neil Wynn, The 
Afro-American and the Second World War p.56.
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wait until December that year, and then only a few received jobs. The same situation 
prevailed at other plants.^Even when black women did find jobs in plants they 
were generally excluded from the more profitable skilled jobs for which white 
women were being trained, and relegated instead to positions as janitors, sweepers 
and material handlers .^Despi te  this, the percentage of black women in 
employment over the course of World War Two, remained higher than that of white 
women and, like their male counterparts, they made substantial gains in certain areas 
of industrial activity. The total black female labour force in the Detroit area rose 
from 20,170 in 1940 to 50, 215 in 1944, a rate of increase triple that of white female 
workers.^ ^^
African-American women in Detroit exhibited greater militancy, not in public spaces 
such as buses, streetcars, or in the streets, but in the work place. In particular, the 
amalgamated character of Local 36 helped to draw black women workers into the 
labour movement. Reuther would never have put it in these terms. In fact, neither he 
nor any of the other leaders of Local 36, male or female, played up the fact that 
Local 36 was one of the most heavily female locals in the UAW (at least 40 percent). 
More likely, the men who ran Local 36 considered the high proportion of women in 
the auto parts industry a source of weakness, for the conventional wisdom among 
unionists of both sexes held that women were both more difficult to organise then 
men and less reliable as unionists. Not unexpectedly, women workers were
Kesley-Haynes, Murray and Briggs employed a few black women during the 
winter of 1942 cited in Richard Thomas, Life For Us is What We Make It 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis; Indiana University Press, 1992), p. 162.
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Violence: The Detroit Rioter's of 1943 p. 183.
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underrepresented in the union’s official life/^^ Yet, there emerged black women like 
Margaret Sammons who were prepared to challenge discrimination that they 
experienced because of their race and gender.
Although black and white women worked on both floors, the consolidating Brass 
Company insisted on forcing the black women employees in the plant to use separate 
toilet facilities. The company assigned all of the black women to the room on the 
first floor, thus making it necessary for them to leave their employment on the 
second floor and walk downstairs to the first floor to a segregated room. Sammons, 
as a union steward, objected to this arrangement and insisted on using the room 
nearest her place of employment on the second fioor.^^  ^ Upon protesting to local 
union officials about segregated toilet facilities, she was told by the president of 
Local 36 not to use the white facilities because the white women had protested to 
him; she should use those facilities set aside for African Americans.^^^ The 
complaint was investigated by the Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination 
Department which found it to be justified.^^^Attending a membership meeting at the
For further discussion of the politics of gender in the workplace see Nelson 
Lichtenstein Walter Reuther and the Fate of American Labour (New York; Basic 
Books, 1995), p.94 and p.200.
"Letter to Mr. Bruce Dodge, President Local 36, and UAW-CIO from George W. 
Crockett," April 22, 1946, (ALUA), UAW Fair Practices And Anti Discrimination 
Department Records, Box 14, Folder: 18 Local 36, Region lA, 1946-1955.
"Appeal Cases #5 Particulars. On the Matter Margaret Sammons v. Local Union 
#36 UAW-CIO," (ALUA), UAW-Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination 
Department Records, Box 14, Folder: 18, Local 36, Region lA, 1946-1955.
"Letter to Mr. William Stevenson from William H. Oliver," November 29, 1946 
(ALUA), UAW Fair Practices And Anti Discrimination Department Records, Box 
14, Folder: 18, Local 36, Region lA, 1946-1955. See also "Summary of Cases 
Pending Before the UAW - CIO Fair Practices Department," May 17, 1946, 
(ALUA), UAW Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department Records, Box 3, 
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local, William Oliver, the new director of the department, pointed out to the 
membership UAW-CIO anti-discrimination policy that forbade any segregated 
facilities inside plants. Consequently, the membership voted in support of the union's 
anti-discrimination policy and the whole problem was amicably settled.
The first annual Youth Leadership Training Conference, the theme of which was 
"Building for Democracy," was held in Detroit on October 26-28, 1945.^ ^  ^Over one 
interracial panel discussion, "Youth Problems Now and After the War," the unit 
condemned the attitude of many people “who would rather see their sons die on the 
battlefield from want of blood than accept Negro blood p l a s m a . S i n c e  1936, 
when the national office had undertaken a vigorous programme of expanding its 
work among young blacks, the Detroit Youth councils had become the most active in 
the country. As early as the spring of 1938, an interest in unionism was evident; one 
public debate was on the topic, "Resolved... That Negroes Should Join Labour 
Unions." In the summer, they were launching a "Job Opportunities Campaign," 
picketing and boycotting several white-owned ghetto stores that refused to hire
"Letter to William Stevenson from William H. Oliver," July 23, 1946 (ALUA), 
UAW-Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department Records, Box 14, Folder 
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p.360.
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blacks. By the next spring they had secured thirty-four jobs in this way.^^  ^ In June, 
Detroit became the first NAACP branch to employ a youth director with the 
appointment of Miss Roberta McGuire, a former teacher in the Detroit Public
Schools.
Unlike Birmingham where the NAACP branch was very supportive of the efforts 
made by black World War Two veterans, in Detroit there was a very decided gap 
between the thinking of the Detroit youth councils and senior branch. Briefly stated, 
as Madison Jones, (National Youth Director) wrote at the time: “The senior branch 
was ultra conservative while the Youth Council was ultra liberal.”^^  ^ Lack of 
understanding had been somewhat accentuated because the senior branch continued 
to consider the young people as immature, reckless, and unreliable whilst the Youth 
Councils felt that the senior branch was conservative, slow and inactive on vital 
issues.^^° As the president of the Detroit branch put it: “They resent our ‘fogies’ 
ideas and our ‘general do nothing p r o g r a m . A n  illustration of this occurred 
during the executive meeting of the youth council on March 29, 1941 where Mitchell 
Schriner was appointed chairman of a dance committee to promote a dance on April
August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, Black Detroit and the Rise of the UAW (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1979)
"Youth Council News, Detroit, Michigan," Crisis March, 1944, p.90; and "Branch 
News, Michigan," Crisis August, 1945, p.234.
"Letter to Mr. Edward M. Swan from Madison S. Jones Jr, Youth Director," April 
4, 1941, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 14, Folder: Detroit Youth 
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NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 14, Folder: Detroit Youth Controversy 
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NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 14, Folder: Detroit Youth Controversy, 
Senior Branch, 1941.
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20th. Some of the youth reminded the committee that they should consult W. A. 
Thompson and the senior branch before taking action. The reply by the president and 
others was; "We know what Mrs Thompson will say, don’t contact her."^^  ^
Publication in the press by the Youth Council, regarding the relationship between the 
council and the senior branch further heightened the conflict.^^  ^ As the president of 
the Detroit branch wrote, “Things wouldn't be so bad if it had been brought to our 
attention first, but it was published in a Detroit newspaper. Making it clear that 
the Youth Council resented the supervisory capacity of the senior branch, an article 
entitled "Youth Councils Ask For More Freedom of action from Senior NAACP," 
appeared in the February 22,1941, issue of the Detroit Tribune.^ ^^
McClendon, the skilled leader who, according to historians August Meier and Elliot 
Rudwick, had “always retained the youth’s respect,” had in 1939 appointed a special
"Letter to Mr. Walter White from Mrs W. A. Thompson," April 1, 1941, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 14, Folder: Detroit Youth Controversy 
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Folder: Detroit Youth Controversy, Senior Branch, 1941.
189
committee of inquiry which recommended that the adult branch give the councils 
official representation on the executive board. Although the suggestion was accepted 
at the time, two years later the problem was by no means settled. Tired of waiting, at 
a committee meeting members of the Detroit youth council suggested that the 
President of each council and their advisors should also be a member of the branch 
executive committee. The request, however, was seen by the adult branch as “a 
deliberate effort to pack the executive committee in order that the youth council 
should get the controlling influence. As the branch president went on to explain, 
if the youth council was allowed to participate on the senior branch committee, there 
was “a danger that they would have the balance of power to control the activities of 
the senior branch.”
Continuity and Discontinuity in Detroit
Economically, World War Two signalled a shift in the position of African 
Americans in Detroit. As shown, a number of developments during the war years 
combined to bring about greater industrial and occupational opportunities than 
African Americans had previously experienced. As hundreds of thousands flooded 
into Detroit, clearly drawn in by better employment opportunities in the war 
industries, black migrant workers, however, faced a devastating housing shortage. 
Moreover, the increase in black residents to the city did not translate into any real 
political power at the local level. Not only were African Americans under 
represented in the Police Department, they were subjected to increasing levels of 
police brutality during the war and immediate post-war period. In brief, although 
economic changes brought about by war mobilisation revealed a departure from the
"Letter to Mr. Walter White from J. J. McClendon," March 18, 1941, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 14, Folder: Detroit Youth Controversy, 
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past in terms of employment opportunities, there was much to indicate continuity 
with past practices.
Unlike the 1930s, World War Two saw the emergence of a firm relationship between 
the NAACP and the Communist Party. In the triumphant attempt to keep the 
Sojourner Truth housing project unrestricted to blacks during 1942, NAACP 
officials had for the first time worked closely with the city's left wing faction. 
Similarly, there emerged a solid alliance between the Detroit NAACP and organised 
labour. Before World War Two, the vast majority of black workers remained largely 
outside the industrial union movement in Detroit. However, commencing with 
World War Two, the UAW recognised that unless black workers were recruited to 
the union, these workers could weaken attempts to consolidate union power in key 
manufacturing areas. The UAW consequently re-doubled efforts to work with the 
African-American community. In a bid to defeat the re-election of Mayor Jefferies, a 
practically united African-American community led by the NAACP combined forces 
with the UAW to endorse labour candidate, Frank Fitzgerald.
The wartime growth of the Detroit NAACP portrayed tremendous progress and an 
important turning point in its history. It reflected not only aggressive field work in 
representing the African-American community in Detroit, but also the organisation's 
appeal among the city's black population. The expansion of the organisation was 
accompanied by an influx of a new leadership and membership. Like the 
Birmingham branch, the Detroit chapter of the NAACP owed its achievement during 
World War Two to a core of committed activists that included church leaders, 
African-American women, and members of the Detroit Youth NAACP, but most 
important of all a significant group of black workers. Largely as a result of working 
class influence in the branch. Reverend Charles Hill was elected as branch president 
in December 1945. While the traditional middle class leadership in the 1930s had 
been largely anti-union and pro management. Reverend Hill worked hard to 
encourage black workers to join the union.
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The struggle for integrated housing and the use of a tactic that bypassed local 
authorities to appeal directly to federal housing authorities marked another departure 
from the past. In 1943, the NAACP pushed the federal authorities to open the newly 
constructed defence project at Willow Run to black workers and won. Certainly, 
Willow Run was another housing fight involving the same issues and strategies as 
struggles for housing in the past, minus two important distinctions. Under the 
NAACP, integrated rather than separate was the goal and for the first time, the 
Detroit NAACP had bypassed local authorities to directly appeal to federal 
authorities. The move from localism to direct federal involvement was a turning 
point in the long fight against segregated public housing. In the past, local housing 
officials were able to overlook black demands because African Americans lacked 
political power. Washington's involvement, however, provided Detroit blacks with a 
new voice in local affairs. The federal presence in the dispute altered the local 
political balance and forced Detroit housing officials to negotiate with Detroit blacks 
on the question of defence housing.
In sum, although there was much to suggest that the World War Two years 
essentially continued along the lines of the 1930s, there was also much to indicate 
change. The war years saw the emergence of new alliances, including that between 
the African-American community and the industrial labour movement, and a 
working coalition between the NAACP and the Detroit left. Further still, in 
distinction from the past, the NAACP was able to benefit from the war emergency, 
to get around local authorities objections and petition forthwith to the federal 
government in its endeavour to open defence projects to black workers. Most 
important of all, unlike the 1930s when branch leadership and membership was 
largely drawn from the middle classes, the early 1940s saw the emergence of a 
branch leadership that concerned itself with addressing the issues that most 
influencing its working class membership.
Conclusion"^
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There is much to imply that the movement in Birmingham was very unlike the 
movement in Detroit. As shown, black protest and the necessities of war compelled 
the defence industry in Detroit to make the most of all available labour and, to a 
large extent, inadvertently, served to end discrimination in employment. In contrast, 
the war emergency did not have the same economic impact on African Americans in 
Birmingham. Unlike Detroit, employers in Birmingham refused to employ African 
Americans and instead imported an available supply of white labour from areas 
outside of the city.
Comparative differences also emerge in respect to the relationship between the 
African American community and organised labour. In their examination of Detroit, 
Robert Korstad and Nelson Liechtenstein found that a "window of opportunity" for a 
black-labour based civil rights movement emerged briefly during World War Two 
only to be postponed by the defeat of pro-civil rights unionists in the late 1940s.238 
Their focus on the mid-1940s as a moment of possibility for a labour orientated civil 
rights movement directs our attention to the immediate post-war years as the time 
when a fundamental restructuring of society almost happened, but was cut short by 
the Cold War and McCarthyism. Although trade union activity in Detroit did not end 
racist practices in hiring and promotion, the United Automobile Workers at least 
made some motions on behalf of African American workers, especially during the 
strikes instituted by white workers in opposition to upgrading. The Birmingham 
experience, however, suggests that the moment for a labour based civil rights 
struggle occurred much earlier, during the late 1930s. By the early war years, 
reaction within the ranks of labour had already set in.
There are at least two lessons to be learned from examining the dynamics of gender 
in Birmingham and Detroit. First, whereas the workplace and the struggle to improve 
working conditions were evidently important to African American women in Detroit, 
for black women in Birmingham, the most embattled sites of conflict were
238 Nelson Lichenstein and Robert Korstad, "Opportunities Found and Lost: Labor 
Radicals and the Early Civil Rights Movement," Journal of American History
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frequently public spaces. Part of the explanation for this different outcome has to do 
with the fact that despite the demand for female labour during World War Two, 
African American women in Birmingham remained largely outside the defence 
industries. Second, the struggle for public space led by women in Birmingham was 
far more successful than those workplace orientated struggles in Detroit, since 
policing proved far more difficult in public space than in places of work. Not only 
were black female workers constantly under the watchful eye of foremen, managers, 
and employers, but, as demonstrated, workers like Margaret Sammons could be 
dismissed, suspended or have their pay docked on a whim. In the public spaces of 
Birmingham, the anonymity and sheer numbers of the crowd, whose movement was 
not directed by the discipline of work (and was therefore unpredictable) required 
more vigilance and violence to maintain.
There is also much to propose that the civil rights movement in Birmingham was not 
all that different from the movement which took shape in Detroit. It is true that the 
impact of migration was far greater for cities in the North such as Detroit, which 
experienced a large influx of African-American residents, than it was for southern 
cities like Birmingham. Nevertheless, whatever the size of the migration, the 
problems were the same for all. The most obvious and pressing one was where to 
house the newcomers. While the Birmingham branch of the NAACP challenged the 
racial zoning of neighbourhoods, the Detroit chapter of the NAACP pushed hard for 
integration in public housing. Though fighting different battles, both branches were 
struggling to gain more space for an expanding African American community. That 
public transport was frequently the most embattled site of black opposition during 
World War Two in Birmingham and Detroit is not surprising. Public transport unlike 
most areas of public space (such as waiting rooms or water fountains) was an 
extension of the market place. Passengers paid for transportation, which, if used on a 
daily basis, could consume a significant portion of the working income. In addition, 
transport companies depended on fares for profit. This, in part, explains why 
divisions between black and white areas had to be relatively fluid and flexible.
(December 1988), Vol. 75, No.3, pp.786-811.
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Although the Birmingham and Detroit chapters of the NAACP had a comparatively 
different experience with organised labour, there were lines of similarity in their 
interaction with the Communist Party. Both saw the Communist Party as an 
important ally for African-American civil rights. Alarmed by the growing number of 
cases of police brutality, the Birmingham NAACP joined a communist-front 
organisation, the Southern Negro Youth Congress, to seek justice on behalf of O' 
Dee Henderson. In Detroit, under the leadership of NAACP branch president. 
Reverend Charles Hill, and executive secretary, Gloster B. Current, there emerged a 
growing relationship between the local NAACP and the Detroit chapter of the 
National Negro Congress, an arm of the Communist Party. In 1942, members of the 
NAACP worked alongside left-wing blacks to keep the Sojourner Truth Housing 
Project open to black migrants.
In sum, the record was mixed. World War Two served as a crucial catalyst aiding 
African Americans in their long struggle for civil rights in Birmingham and Detroit. 
Blacks found it increasingly difficult to reconcile their treatment at home with the 
announced war aims abroad. Local NAACP branches in Birmingham and Detroit 
were quick to take advantage of this, to push forward their own struggle for civil 
rights. Furthermore, participation in the war effort brought Afiican Americans 
greater employment opportunities and in some cases economic security. However, 
not all the effects of the war worked to the benefit of the African American 
community. Urbanisation intensified the inadequacies of housing in Birmingham and 
Detroit as African Americans fought for their share of residential space allocated to 
them. There were even signs that some whites were prepared to fight any change to 
the racial status quo, as demonstrated by the passage of the Boswell Amendment in 
Birmingham and opposition to upgrading in the workplace in Detroit.
Despite the confusion and the tragedy that emerged from the pell-mell pace of 
change, it is difficult to deny that the war also brought hope for improved race 
relations. The tactics espoused by the Detroit Youth Council against racial
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discrimination in hiring, or by African American women on Birmingham's bus lines 
became commonplace during the 1960s. Even when those methods failed to produce 
the results or produce them quickly enough, there was an explosion of the greatest 
black militancy yet experienced. Seen in this context, the importance of World War 
Two is hard to deny. Thus, by the post-war period, the seeds of freedom were 
growing and providing the makings of a mass movement for black freedom. Why 
then was it almost ten years before it finally came? While it is difficult to pin point 
the answer to this question with certainty, one reasonable explanation suggests that 
the delay was related to the general atmosphere that pervaded the nation between 
1945 and 1955.
A national movement emerged in the late 1940s and early 1950s whose aim was to 
reverse the changes that had taken place in the American economic, political and 
social society during the early 1940s. Known as McCarthyism, the movement was 
not limited to the activities of the Senator from Wisconsin and his associates. In 
1947, President Harry Truman established a loyalty review programme for federal 
employees (executive order 9835). The following year the Department of Justice 
secured indictments under the Smith Act against eleven Communist Party leaders. 
Their convictions were confirmed two years later by the Supreme Court. Congress 
kept busy through the House on Un-American Activities, which launched an assault 
against the Southern Conference for Human Welfare in June 1947, investigated the 
movie industry that autumn, and took Whitaker Chambers' testimony against Alger 
Hiss in the summer of 1948. As the Committee on Un-American Activities travelled 
from city to city holding hearings, distrust was widely thrown on pacifists, artists, 
members of liberal organisations and others who did not appear to hold orthodox 
views. These highly publicised events reflected a national mood that discredited 
dissent, intimidated reformers and widened the already existing divisions within and 
among liberal groups. In other words, the anti-communist crusade created anything 
but a hospitable atmosphere in which meaningful interracial change could be 
pursued. Yet the struggle for African American civil rights continued. The particular 
experience of Birmingham and Detroit will be examined next.
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Chapter Four: The Impact of McCarthyism on the NAACP Struggle for 
African- American Civil Rights
Usually when a discussion of America's Cold War arises, historical debate has 
focused on the infamous activities of Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy who 
literally held millions in fear by revelations of alleged communist espionage and 
infiltration during the early 1950s. Still others might point to the 1948 trial of former 
state department aide Alger Hiss, who was convicted of peijury after denying 
allegations by former Soviet agent Whitaker Chambers that Hiss delivered state 
department documents to him back in 1938.  ^However, the initial battleground of the 
post-war domestic anti-communist crusade also took place within the NAACP. No
' Cold war scholarship has focussed a great deal of attention on the effects of 
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organisation working in the area of civil rights took more precautions to avoid 
charges of communism than did the NAACP. Roy Wilkins and others feared that if 
the NAACP were successfully labelled as a communist or a communist-front 
organisation, potential members would be frightened away and the organisation 
discredited. For these reasons they took particular measures to keep communists out 
of the NAACP and to ensure that charges against it did not go unanswered.^ Despite 
attempts to present itself otherwise, conservatives and racists continued to attack the 
Association as communist-controlled. In the past, the relationship with civil rights 
activists with communist sympathies had provided it with important support, but 
during the Cold War, with its concerns to disassociate itself from the left wing, it lost 
significant support. From a wartime peak of some 450,000 members, to some 
200,000 in 1949 the Association had lost more than half its membership.^ While 
historians like Manning Marable and others are correct to conclude that the Cold 
War had a devastating effect on the NAACP, they fail to take into account that there 
were certain regional differences between the NAACP in the North and South.
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By 1950, southerners had endorsed the Cold War at least as enthusiastically as other 
Americans. Clearly, whites in the South, like many other Americans at this time, 
believed organisations such as the Communist Party endangered their way of life. 
Yet, in its most virulent forms, southern anti-communism clearly differed from that 
in other regions of the nation.^ In the minds of a large number of southern whites, 
the race issue became even more closely associated with a patriotism that reflected 
an intense loyalty to southern and traditional American values. Sectionalism and 
racism merged with nationalism to form a view that equated agitation for racial 
change with treason.^ As Wayne Addison writes: "a significant majority of whites 
unequivocally accepted the idea that they were involved in a holy crusade against the 
combined onslaught of communists and racial integrationists."^ Under such 
circumstances, the Birmingham branch of the NAACP found that support from the 
Alabama CIO, so readily available in the mid-1940s, was no longer forthcoming. 
With few friends and little to lose, the NAACP continued to co-operate with the 
Birmingham left.
In the North, McCarthyism also silenced the most vocal critics of racial inequality. 
During the bleakest days of the Cold War few states were to rival Michigan in the 
bitterness and intensity of its anti-communist passions.^ Red scare tactics became 
part of election campaigns, elaborate communist control legislation was enacted, 
police red squads instituted, and the business of labour unions and public institutions 
was disrupted by hunts for subversives.^ The HUAC hearings of February and March 
1952 in Detroit contained all the now-standard elements of the McCarthyite
 ^ Clark Wayne Addison, "An Analysis of the Relationship Between Anti- 
Communism and Segregationist Thought," p. 15.
 ^Wayne Addison, "An Analysis of the Relationship Between Anti-Communism and 
Segregationist Thought," p.74-5.
 ^ Clark Wayne Addison, "An Analysis of the Relationship Between Anti- 
Communism and Segregationist Thought," p. 17. See also Robin D G. Kelley, 
Hammer and Hoe Alabama Communists During the Depression (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press 1990), p.226.
 ^M. J. Heale McCarthv's Americans: Red Scare Politics in State and Nation. 1935- 
1965 (London: Macmillan, 1998) p.80.
’ M. J. Heale McCarthv's Americans, p. 135.
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melodrama. Friendly witnesses who had acted as undercover agents for the FBI 
named some 350 Detroiters as somehow implicated in the communist conspiracy.'^ 
Afraid of being labelled as subversive, the Detroit NAACP branch ventured out to 
fasten alliances with best known anti-communist organisations, including the United 
Automobile Workers (UAW) and the Jewish Labor Committee. In addition to this, it 
assumed the new role of presenting itself as the only buffer against the infiltration of 
communists in the Detroit African-American community. In its eagerness to appear 
anti-communist, however, the local branch managed to undermine its own fight 
against racial discrimination.
The struggle for civil rights led by the NAACP in Birmingham and Detroit initially 
took a similar stand in their response to the national NAACP policy of anti­
communism. In Birmingham, however, largely as result of faltering relations with 
organised labour, a breakdown in interracial group dialogue, and worsening 
conditions for African Americans, the NAACP found it difficult to maintain its 
support for anti-communism. In contrast, in Detroit, a local political, economic and 
social context concerned with anti-communism, and close relations with 
organisations who attacked communist sympathisers supplemented the stand taken 
by the loeal branch against anti-communism. Inevitably, the different positions 
assumed by both branches had fundamental impact not only on the shape of civil 
rights activism in each city, but also on the dynamics within the African-American 
community.
This chapter will examine the factors that contributed to the success of the civil 
rights movement and factors that worked against its success. Although one should 
avoid using such emotive terms as Victory' and 'failure,' it is useful to examine the 
areas in which the civil rights movement made progress and others where progress 
was less marked. More specifically such an enquiry would help the reader 
understand why in some ways the struggle for civil rights achieved as much as it did 
in Birmingham and Detroit, but did not go any further. In both cities there were a
10 M. J. Heale McCarthv's Americans pp. 129-135.
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number of developments at the national and local levels, in addition to dynamics 
within the African-American community that improved and inhibited the progress 
towards civil rights. The nature and impact of these developments, however, differed 
markedly in the two cities. Responding to changing national and local contexts as 
well dynamics within the African-American community, the Birmingham struggle 
for civil rights took a vibrant and militant form, adapting radical tactics and 
challenging racial segregation. But not so in Detroit where, at the height of anti­
communism, the struggle for civil rights took a cautious and careful course, 
maintaining its loyalty to traditional lines of protest and American values.
The question of continuity and discontinuity in the civil rights movements in 
Birmingham and Detroit will also be addressed. In examining the relationship 
between civil rights in the late 1940s with civil rights activism in the early 1950s, the 
benefit is threefold. First, it serves to clarify the relationship between the story of 
civil rights presented in the previous chapter and the story that unfolds in this 
chapter. Second, it serves to clarify what was unique and different about civil rights 
activism during the Cold War and the extent to which civil rights activism in the late 
1940s and early 1950s continued along the same lines and is traceable from the 
tactical point of view. In the same way one can examine the degree to which the civil 
rights agenda changed during the Cold War and the extent to which it remained the 
same, indicating long-term goals. Finally, it is useful to examine the extent to which 
those who were at the forefront of the civil rights movement during World War Two 
were prime movers of the struggle for civil rights in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
The Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham
National Context
In a bid to bolster patriotic feelings during the emerging Cold War, the American 
Heritage Foundation (AHF) convinced the United States government to entrust its 
most valuable documents to a train tour of the forty-eight states in the autumn of 
1947. Planners picked Birmingham as a stop and local officials prepared for the
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public exhibition. Although the j^oundation's guidelines called for the display of 
documents to non-segregated audiences, it soon became evident that authorities in 
Birmingham intended to impose their own requirements. Public Safety 
Commissioner Bull Connor announced that "the only way Birmingham will have [a] 
Freedom Train come here is with separate lines for Negro and white citizens."" 
Hoping to head off a confrontation during the Freedom Train's visit, Mr. Spatz, the 
AHF advance man in Birmingham negotiated a plan, whereby black and white 
queues would enter the train, separately in groups of twenty. However, the AHF 
had not anticipated the force of opposition of the Birmingham NAACP.
When NAACP branch secretary, Emory Jackson, heard of the compromising plan, 
he immediately called upon AHF officials who advised him not to make "a public 
rukus" of the whole affair.'^ Ignoring the advice, Jackson presented the plan to the 
Birmingham NAACP. The branch not only agreed to oppose the viewing policy, but 
aware of the discrepancy between national aims and the local situation, agreed to 
"carry the message of freedom's protest to every comer of the world."'"' Making it 
clear that the Birmingham branch insisted on "white and black in the same line or no 
Negro in no line at all," African Americans were encouraged to boycott the Freedom
" Bull Connor cited in Wendy Wall, “A Spectacular Victory Over the Jim Crow 
system: Southern Blacks and the Campaign to Desegregate Viewing of the Freedom 
Train,” Paper presented at OAH Annual Meeting, San Francisco, April 21-23, 1997 
p. 11. See also John White, "Civil Rights in Conflict: The Birmingham Plan and the 
Freedom Train." Alabama Review (April. 1999), Vol. 52, No. 2, pp.121-141.
Wendy Wall, “A Spectacular Victory Over the Jim Crow System," p. 11. John 
White, "Civil Rights in Conflict: The Birmingham Plan and the Freedom Train," 
p. 129.
“Letter to Hon Cooper Green from Emory Jackson, Birmingham branch,” 
December 5, 1947 (Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and 
Manuscripts, hereafter eited as BPL), Cooper Green Papers, Folder 7.15.
“Statement to the Press, the Radio, and Freedom People made by Emory Jackson," 
Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, 
Alabama, 1947. See also “Open Letter to NAACP leaders and members from Emory 
Jackson," December 23, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence Files, 
Box 1, Folder: 1102.12; and “Such a Plan Would Hurt Cause of Justice," 
Birmingham World December 12, 1947.
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Train event .Over  the next two weeks, the Birmingham branch deluged the AHF 
and the national NAACP - which had remained surprisingly quiet on the issue, with 
letters and telegrams urging the cancellation of the Birmingham stop. Consequently, 
the AHF reversed its original position on segregated viewing, and instead  ^called for 
an integrated line to be throughout the exhibition. Two of the city's three 
commissioners immediately rejected the demand, and on Christmas Eve, the AHF 
called off the Birmingham stop.
The Freedom Train affair did not eliminate segregation, any more than it erased 
decades of accumulated racial prejudice in Birmingham. But the whole episode did 
serve to bring the "American Dilemma" sharply to the attention of the national 
audience. Most important, the episode gave Birmingham blacks a trial run at a tactic 
that they would later perfect: embarrassing national power brokers into forcing 
Birmingham to live up to the stated American ideals. The AHF who orchestrated the 
Freedom Train had propagated the notion of a unifying American way in order to 
guard against various forms of social unrest. But the notion of a common American 
idea, particularly the idea that revolved around freedom, provided a cultural 
language and lever that could be used by those fighting for inclusion and civil 
rights. In 1947, the African-American residents of Birmingham, led by the NAACP 
had appropriated the language of freedom and successfully deployed it in their on­
going struggle for racial equality.
“No segregation or No Freedom Train Says NAACP," Birmingham World 
December 19, 1947; and “Negro Citizens Protest Freedom Train," Birmingham 
World December 16, 1947.
“City’s Bigotry Doomed Freedom Train’s Appearance Here," Birmingham World 
December 26, 1947. See also “Dispute Bans Freedom Train Visit to City," 
Birmingham Post Herald December 25, 1947; Wendy Wall, “A Spectacular Victory 
Over the Jim Crow System," p. 11-12; John White, "Civil Rights in Conflict: The 
Birmingham Plan and the Freedom Train," Alabama Review (April, 1999), Vol. 52, 
No. 2, p. 135.
Wendy Wall, “A Spectacular Victory Over the Jim Crow System," p. 12. John 
White, "Civil Rights in Conflict: The Birmingham Plan and the Freedom Train," 
p. 136.
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However, there is far more evidence to suggest that the national infrastructure did 
more damage than good to the local movement for civil rights in Birmingham. 
According to historian Harvard Sitkoff, President Harry Truman's identification with 
the civil rights movement in 1948 set in action a whole new set of expectations.'^ It 
increased the pressure on the Supreme Court to address the Fourteenth Amendment 
and increased pressure on future presidents, especially Democrats to support civil 
rights. Once the exclusive domain of black protest groups and other willing 
supporters, civil rights had become part of the liberal agenda of respectable 
liberalism in 1948.'^ While this held true for many in the United States, the southern 
reaction to the Truman proposals on civil rights set that region apart. The 
announcement by Truman that he would seek far reaching legislative action on 
recommendations made by his Committee on Civil Rights created immense 
dissatisfaction among the southern wing of the Democratic P arty .T w o  days after 
the civil rights platform was endorsed by the national Democratic convention in 
Philadelphia, political leaders across the South convened in Birmingham to form the 
States Rights or Dixiecrat Party. Welcomed by Police Commissioner Eugene Bull 
Connor, the group of six thousand endorsed South Carolina Governor Strom 
Thurmond as their presidential candidate and “attacked the Democratic platform on 
civil rights as communist-inspired. ' Consequently the main theme under which
Harvard Sitkoff, “Harry Truman and Election of 1948: The Coming of Civil Rights 
in American Politics," Joumal of Southern Historv (November 1971), Vol. 36, No. 4, 
p.615-616.
Viewed from the perspective of today, Tmman’s views seem unduly restrained and 
his administration excessively cautious; viewed even by the standards of his own 
time, he was a reluctant liberal, troubled by the possible loss of support among 
conservatives and eager to establish limited equality. He was ahead of public pinion 
in his legislative requests, but not usually in his actions. Barton J. Bernstein, “The 
Ambiguous Legacy: The Tmman Administration and Civil Rights," in Barton J. 
Bernstein, (editor). Politics and Policies of the Tmman Administration (Chicago: 
Quadrangle Books, 1970), p.303.
Numan V. Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance: Race and Politics in the South 
During the 1950s (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1969), p. 33 
“Letter to Gordon Persons from the President of the Southern Conference 
Educational Fund, New Orleans, Louisiana, Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series A, Box. 396, Folder: Southern Conference Educational Fund, 1942- 
1955. See also “Letter to F. D. McArthur from Emoiy Jackson,” March 8, 1948
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anti-communism and pro-segregation sentiments emerged in the South was 
embodied by States Rights.
Although the States Rights Party failed in its immediate objective of winning enough 
votes to deny either of the two major presidential candidates a majority, it succeeded 
in making the issue of race the single most urgent and unyielding public issue for the 
South. Going back to the early thirties and beyond^ the politics of race was often 
treated indirectly, if not with outright denial. But from the southern revolt of 1948 
onwards it became the single most urgent public issue for Birmingham and the 
South. As John Bgerton has commented, before 1948 it was possible for southerners, 
white and black, to operate on both sides of the question, or to avoid it altogether, 
while after 1948, southerners were compelled more and more to take a stand on one 
side or the other.^  ^Since the concern for civil rights of black Americans was a long 
pressed position of the Communist Party, it was a short and easy step from here for 
some white southerners to attack all civil rights advocates as reds. If one stood for 
anything the communists were for, one was “a fellow traveller or party liner. 
Hence, while elsewhere in the country those suspected of communism were left- 
wing activists, writers, intellectuals, and labour leaders, in Birmingham, people were 
called subversive and conspiratorial for demanding equal protection of the law or 
belonging to the NAACP.
Barely three months after the Dixiecrat Convention in Birmingham, the local 
NAACP under the auspices of the Negro Citizens Defence Committee, condemned 
the indiscriminate police slaying of black citizens by police officers. Outlining its
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Alabama, 
1948; William D. Barnard Dixiecrat and Democrats: Alabama Politics. 1942-1950 
(Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 1974), and William A. 
Nunnelly Bull Connor (Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 
1991), p.33-34.
John Egerton, Speak Now Against the Dav: The Generation Before the Civil 
Rights Movement in the South (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), p.561.
James Tyra Harris, "Alabama Reaction to the Brown Decision, 1954-1956: A Case 
Study in Early Massive Resistance," (PhD Dissertation, Middle Tennessee State, 
University, 1978), p.66.
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grievances in a lengthy petition to elected state and municipal officials, the 
committee cited the death of six blacks at the hands of law enforcement officers 
within a period of sixty days as its chief concern?"' In addition to this, the committee 
drew attention to numerous incidents, in which NAACP members were harassed by 
police officers who "insulted and slandered the name of the NAACP, and pulled off 
membership buttons. During one incident, police arrested NAACP officer, Hayes 
King, on the grounds that his membership activities appeared to be "communistic."^^ 
Finally, the petition called attention to the fact that "certain subversive organisations 
designed to terrorise Negroes," especially the Ku Klux Klan, were already active in 
the Birmingham area and had threatened blacks on numerous occasions.The plea 
for assistance was met with silence and indifference. Police Commissioner Connor 
dismissed the Defence Committee as a communist front organisation whose petition 
followed the "straight Communist Party line."
“Petition to Hon. Garrett, Attorney General, State of Alabama from A.L. Alford, 
Orzel Billingsely, Emory Jackson and Arthur Shores, Birmingham Branch NAACP, 
(BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence Files, Box 1, Folder 1102.4. See also 
“Minutes, Executive Board Meeting, Birmingham Branch NAACP,” (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 116, Folder: Birmingham, Alabama, 1948; 
“Letter to Hartford Knight from Emory Jackson," Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series B, Box 116, Folder: Police Brutality, State, Birmingham, Alabama, 
1947-50; “Investigate Negro Deaths," Birmingham Post Herald June 17, 1948; “An 
Inquiry is Requested," Birmingham News June 17, 1948; and “NAACP Emergency 
Conference of Community Leaders Set for Tonite," (sic), Birmingham World April 
27, 1948.
“Petition to Hon. Garrett, Attorney General, State of Alabama from A. L. Alford, 
Orzel Billingsely, Emory Jackson and Arthur Shores, Birmingham Branch NAACP, 
Citizens Defence Committee (BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence Files, Box 
1, Folder 1102.4.
^ “Petition to Hon. Garrett, Attorney General, State of Alabama from A. L. Alford, 
Orzel Billingsely, Emory Jackson and Arthur Shores, Birmingham Branch NAACP, 
Citizens Defence Committee," Undated, (BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence 
Files, Box 1, Folder 1102.4.
“Open letter from D. S. Stephens and J. J. Green, Birmingham Branch NAACP, 
April 23, 1948, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: 
Birmingham, Alabama, 1948. See also “Activities and Actions of the Birmingham 
Branch of the NAACP," August 30, 1948 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series 
C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Alabama, 1949-50.
“Negroes Told to Get Warrants if Police Death Probe Wanted," Birmingham Post 
Herald June 19, 1948.
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While others sought to salvage their integrity by adopting a low profile, the national 
NAACP led by its president Walter White, “ventured out to fasten alliances in 
respectable anti-communist circles among the CIO.”^^  With them, it was hoped, as 
the NAACP Labour Secretary wrote at the time, “that the NAACP might be safe 
from witch-hunts and still be able to advance its program.” ®^ Indicative of this was 
the stand the NAACP took towards left-wing unions that were expelled from the 
CIO in the late 1940s. During the forty-fourth annual meeting of the NAACP in St. 
Louis, Missouri in 1953, the Association acknowledged the support and co-operation 
that the American labour movement as a whole had provided the NAACP in the past, 
which had been decisive in certain situations. However, it cautioned local branches 
to seek support only from “responsible trade unions and made it clear that it would 
be a matter of official policy that no branch endorse, participate, or co-operate with 
communist controlled unions. '
However, in forging an alliance with the anti-communist United Steelworkers in 
Birmingham, the national NAACP did so at a great cost to the local movement for 
civil rights. For most of the 1930s and early 1940s, the Birmingham NAACP had 
worked closely with the United Mine Mill workers, a left wing labour union in the
^ Robert Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade Against Lvnching 1909-1950 
(Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1980), p. 191. See also “Report of the Eighth 
Annual NAACP Youth Conference," (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, 
Box 9, Folder: Annual Youth Conference, 1948; and Manning Marable, Race 
Reform and Rebellion (Jackson and London: University Press of Mississippi, 1990),
p.22.
"Memorandum to Roy Wilkins from Herbert Hill” April 12, 1949 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 363, Folder: General Department File, Hill Herbert, 
March-August 1949.
“Resolutions Adapted at the Forty Fourth Annual Convention of the NAACP, St. 
Louis, Missouri,” Crisis August-September, 1953, p.426 See also similar resolutions 
that were adapted in 1951 and 1952; “Resolutions Adapted at the Forty Third Annual 
Convention of the NAACP, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma,” June 28, 1952 Crisis 
August-September 1952, p.435; “Resolutions Adapted at the Forty Second Annual 
Convention of the NAACP, Atlanta, Georgia," June 30, 1951, Crisis August- 
September, 1951, p.488; and “Memorandum to Gloster Current from Herbert Hill,”
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CIO on numerous issues, including voter registration and workplace discrimination. 
However, concerned with the possible effects on the labour movement, that relations 
between the NAACP and Mine Mill might have, the national office appointed 
Herbert Hill as labour secretary, to investigate the situation in Birmingham. In the 
course of several meetings with CIO officials. Hill found that there was no 
organisational contact whatsoever between the NAACP and the right-wing CIO. 
Furthermore, union officials showed extreme hostility to the NAACP. Private 
discussions with CIO director, Carey Haigler, revealed that the decisive factor in this 
breakdown of relations, was the support given by the local branch to Mine Mill 
during a struggle with the United Steelworkers for union representation. In addition, 
it was alleged that Birmingham NAACP officer Arthur Shores, had long served as a 
Mine Mill lawyer.^"'
July 31, 1951, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 364, Folder: Herbert 
Hill, 1950, Jan 10-D ec 31.
Historians Robin Kelley and Horace Huntley have provided two different 
interpretations of Hill’s visit to Birmingham. Robin Kelley has asserted that Walter 
White was so concerned about the links between the Bessemer NAACP and the left- 
wing Mine Mill union that he “dispatched NAACP labour relations, Herbert Hill to 
investigate the Bessemer Branch.” Horace Huntley has argued that the national 
office launched an investigation of the Bessemer branch after Van Jones, a white 
steelworker asked the national NAACP to revoke the charter of the Bessemer 
Branch. Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe p.228; Horace Huntley, “Iron Ore 
Miners and Mine Mill in Alabama 1933-1952," (PhD Dissertation, University of 
Pittsburgh, 1970), p.217. My own research has found that that the national offiee 
investigation revealed no evidence to suggest the Bessemer Branch was “communist 
controlled.” But had misgivings regarding the links between Mine Mill and the 
Birmingham NAACP. “Memorandum to Gloster Current from Ruby Hurley,” 
Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 332, Folder: Labour 
Birmingham-Bessemer Alabama, Problems, 1953-4.
” “Confidential Memorandum to Walter White from Herbert Hill," May 8-17 1953 
(Labour Archives, Pennsylvania State University, hereafter cited as LAPSTU), 
United Steelworkers of Anierica, (USWA), Papers, Record Group AlO: Civil Rights 
Department, Box 6, Folder 27: USWA District 36, Conference on Human Relations 
1953-4, p. 1-2.
Birmingham attorney Arthur Shores had legally represented Asbury Howard, a 
black Mine Mill union worker, after he was arrested for his voter registration work. 
When Ruby Hurley, NAACP regional secretary was asked to make an independent 
report, she criticised Herbert Hill for being too critical of Arthur Shores. As she 
wrote in her letter to Hill “the fact that the CIO leadership is critical of the NAACP 
because Attorney Shores represented the other union seems to me thoughtless to say
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From the beginning of its organisation in 1953, Mine Mill had secured far greater 
support among black workers than white workers. This was the case because more 
"blacks were elected to positions" than in any other CIO union, and the union's 
"policy of racial egalitarianism remained unmatched. Mine Mill not only fought in
the workplace for better conditions for black workers, but also was extensively 
engaged in voter registration in the community. As Abraham Woods, Birmingham 
church leader recalled, "the mining conditions were notorious at the time, blacks 
always had the worst positions which exposed them to the greatest danger, but once 
Mine Mill became strong they were able to impact and bring change, better jobs for 
black workers and that sort of thing. In contrast, the United Steelworkers had 
failed to address the concerns of African-American workers. In particular, black 
workers were frustrated with the disparity between the official statements and 
resolutions regarding civil rights adopted at national conventions, and the everyday 
reality within industrial plants and local unions.
the least, since private attorneys have the right to choose their own clients.” For 
source see “Letter to Herbert Hill from Ruby Hurley," September 22, 1953 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 332, Folder: Labour, Birmingham- 
Bessemer, Alabama Problems, 1953-4.
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1996. See also “Interview with W. C. Patton by Jeff Norrell," (BPL), Birmingfied 
Papers and Related Materials, Folder: 8092.42.12. Horace Huntley “The Rise and 
Fall of Mine Mill in Alabama: The Status Quo Against Industrial Unionism," Joumal 
of Birmingham Historical Societv (1979-80), Vol. 6, p. 13.
“Letter to Herbert Hill from Ruby Hurley," September 22, 1953 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 332, Folder: Labor, Birmingham-Bessemer, 
Alabama problems 1953-4. Emory Jackson, secretary of Birmingham NAACP 
sought to bring this to the attention of R. E. Farr, USWA Representative in 
Birmingham, but to no avail. For example when three hundred white workers walked 
out in protest to the Goldberg Order, that called for desegregation of workplace 
facilities, Jackson wrote to R. E. Farr, calling attention to the fact that “segregation 
was incompatible with trade unionism,” he was rebuffed. “Letter to R. E. Farr from 
Emory Jackson, Birmingham Branch,” May 30, 1950, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series A, Box 342, Folder: Labour Unions, CIO General, 1948-52.
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However, the extent to which Mine Mill championed black civil rights, and the 
degree to which the United Steel workers failed to implement national civil rights, 
was far from Herbert Hill's mind. In reporting back to the national office. Hill 
instead drew attention to the fact that by co-operating with Mine Mill, the NAACP in 
Alabama had acted in breach of national policy adopted at the 44''" Annual 
Convention, which clearly instructed branches to disassociate from left wing 
unions.^^ Instead, Hill recommended that the NAACP in Alabama follow the correct 
policy on trade unionism which, was to develop and maintain a daily functional 
contact with the United Steelworkers. Not only would such a policy mean much 
more for the growth of the NAACP, but it would also place the organisation in a 
position where it could effectively argue and defend the interests of black workers 
from within the trade union movement. Hill ended his report by stating that the 
responsibility now lay with the national office to provide a new orientation for the 
NAACP, not only in Birmingham, but also throughout the South.^  ^ It was in line 
with this policy that the national labour secretary participated in a United 
Steelworker Human Relations Conference on April 2,1954.
However, the intervention by the national labour secretary accomplished very little 
in the end. The United Steelworkers were certainly no more committed to civil rights 
and racial equality after the visit. In fact, arrangements for the conference indicated 
that the union did not wish to offend the racial sensibilities of white union members. 
In his letter to national spokesman Francis Shane, local district representative F. E. 
Farr drew attention to the "potency of the race issue" in Birmingham. He suggested
38 “Resolutions Adapted at the Forty Fourth Annual Convention of the NAACP, St. 
Louis, Missouri,” Crisis August-September, 1953, p.426
39 “Confidential Memorandum to Walter White from Herbert Hill," May 8-17 1953, 
(LAPSTU), USWA Papers, Record Group AlO; Civil Rights Department, Box 6, 
Folder 27; USWA District 36, Conference on Human Relations 1953-4, p.8-9. See 
also “Letter to William Oliver from George Weaver," June 10, 1953 (Archives of 
Labour and Urban Affairs, Detroit, Michigan herafter cited as ALUA), UAW Fair 
Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department Papers, Box 24, Folder 19: MCCR 
For FEPC, 1955; and “Memo to Walter White from Herbert Hill," September 16, 
1953 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 332, Folder: Labour, 
Birmingham- Bessemer, Alabama Problems, 1953-54.
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that under such circumstances it would be best for conference participants "not to try 
and have dinner and simply adjourn for the lunch period .F urther still, convinced 
that rank and file members of the steelworkers’ union would not welcome the 
participation of local NAACP leaders, Farr recommended that invitation to the 
conference panel should be limited to the national labour secretary Herbert Hill."" In 
short, the organisational alliance with the United Steelworkers in Birmingham was 
made at a great cost to the representation of black members in the local movement.
Therefore, certain developments at the national level worked to the benefit of the 
Birmingham movement. The Freedom Train episode gave the Birmingham NAACP 
an opportunity to trial a tactic which was later to be perfected when national power 
brokers were embarrassed to live up to 'American' ideals. However, President 
Truman's identification with civil rights heightened racial tensions. For many white 
southerners and right wing conservatives, civil rights for blacks was perceived as 
part of an international communist conspiracy and the NAACP was attacked 
repeatedly as being communist inspired and led. What complicated the Birmingham 
story even further was the relationship between the national office and local branch. 
In forging an alliance with the anti-communist steelworkers union and sever links 
with the United Mineworkers, the National office intervened in the local movement
“Letter to Francis C. Shane from R. E. Farr," June 23, 1953 (LAPSTU), USWA 
Papers, Record group AIO: Civil Rights Department Box 6, Folder 27: USWA 
District 36, Conference on Human Relations 1953-4.
“Letter to Francis C. Shane from R. E. Farr," June 23, 1953 (LAPSTU), USWA 
Papers, Record Group AlO: Civil Rights Department, Box 6, Folder 27: USWA 
District 36, Conference on Human Relations 1953-4. See also “Letter to R. E. Farr 
from Francis Shane," July 24 1953, (LAPSTU), USWA Papers, Record Group AlO: 
Civil Rights Department, Box 6, Folder 27: USWA District 36, Conference on 
Human Relations 1953-4; “Letter to William Kessler, Staff Representative, USWA, 
Ensley, Alabama, from Francis C. Shane," August 31, 1953 (LAPSTU), USWA 
Papers, Record Group AlO: Civil Rights Department, Box 6, Folder 27: USWA 
District 36, Conference on Human Relations 1953-4; “Spotlight on Human Relations 
at District 36, Conference," Southern Labor (Southern Edition), May 1954, 
(LAPSTU), USWA Papers, Record Group AlO: Civil Rights Department, Box 6, 
Folder 27: USWA District 36, Conference on Human Relations 1953-4. For Herbert 
Hill’s personal report of the conference refer to “Annual Report of Labour Secretary
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but accomplished very little in the end. While the United Steelworkers were no 
further committed to civil rights and racial equality than they were before the 
intervention, links with Mine Mill, an important ally and advocate for civil rights, 
had been considerably weakened. By isolating Mine Mill, the NAACP lost one of 
the most active champions of black civil rights in Birmingham.
Local Context
Alabama, probably had more communists in the 1930s than any other southern state, 
while Birmingham, the hub of party activity was a busy area of left-wing activity. 
More specifically, from the beginning, Birmingham blacks had exhibited greater 
interest in the party than did whites."'  ^Under the leadership of the Communist Party, 
unemployed blacks had surprised white police officers and government officials with 
their militant tactics and mass demonstrations in their urgent quest to obtain relief 
during the Depression."'^ However, at the height of anti-communism, both the 
Birmingham Police Department and the Ku Klux Klan declared full-scale war on 
suspected communists. As their homes became prime targets for cross-burning, 
known and unknown communists were arrested and harassed on a regular basis by 
police officers."'"' In 1950, the city enacted an ordinanee which effectively outlawed 
the Communist Party in Birmingham. Under the ordinance, all party members and 
communist-front organisations were required to register with the Department of
for 1954," (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 61, Folder: Annual 
Report, 1954.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe p.227-8. See also John Egerton, Speak Now 
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(New York Alfred A Knopf, 1994), p.458-59; and William A. Nunnelly, Bull 
Connor (Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama Press, 1991), p.39.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe p.228. See also Robin D. G. Kelley “A New 
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1933," Labor Historv (summer 1989), Vol. 30, No. 3, p.367-384; and Robin D. G. 
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52, No.l.
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Public Safety or face fines up to $10,000 and/or ten years in prison?^ With the 
passage of the Communist Control Act a year later, the Birmingham Communist 
Party and practically all of its auxiliary organisations ceased to exist.
However, the extent to which state - and city-sponsored, anti-communism could 
alone explain the demise of the left in Birmingham is very much open to debate. 
According to Robin Kelly, civil rights leaders in the Birmingham NAACP fought 
nearly as hard as Bull Connor to expel suspected communists from the civil rights 
movement. "NAACP leaders remained silent", Kelly has written, as their wartime 
allies - black CIO organisers, the Southern Conference on Human Welfare and the 
Southern Negro Youth Congress were being crushed by anti-communist 
repression."'^ Indeed, there is much to suggest that the Birmingham branch of the 
NAACP highly commended the policy of anti-communism set by the national office. 
Branch Secretary Emory Jackson, writing in the Birmingham World^ observed the 
fact that communism had not been allowed to spread "poison into wider areas of 
Negro life and organisation, was a great tribute to the leadership vision of the 
N A A C P .N ev e r th e l e s s ,  it is important to recognise that given the political 
climate in the south, in which communism and civil rights were treated as one and 
the same, the Birmingham NAACP found it increasingly difficult to follow the 
national anti-communist line. A difficulty demonstrated for example by the
A. J. Noble, “State Anti-Communist Legislation," (LOC), Law Library, 
Montgomery: State of Alabama Legislative Reference Service, 1950, p.2 and p.7 
Section 2 of this Act excluded suspected communists from the ballot and prohibited 
the operation of the Communist Party in the state.
A. J. Noble, "State Anti-Communist Legislation," (LOC), Law Library, 
Montgomery: State of Alabama Legislative Reference Service, 1950, p.2 and p.7.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe p.228.
*^8 “The NAACP and Communism," Birmingham World June 30, 1950. See also 
“Resolutions Adapted at the Alabama State Conference of NAACP Branches," 
October 27, 1950, (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed; “Letter to 
Gloster Current from Daniel E. Bryd (NAACP Assisstant Field Secretary), 
September 26, 1949, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: 
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Birmingham, Alabama," January 21, 1996; and “Author's Interview with W. C. 
Patton, Birmingham, Alabama," January 23, 1996.
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relationship between Henry Wallace, a national left-wing politician and the 
Birmingham branch in 1948.
As a Progressive Party candidate, Henry Wallace suffered relentless ‘red baiting’ 
from the national NAACP that dismissed his anti-segregationist tour of the South, as 
a cheap campaign ploy as Wallace "had little or nothing to lose by campaigning 
against inequality and segregation.'"^ However, for the Birmingham NAACP, the 
Association's attack on Wallace simply legitimised the rhetoric of southern 
segregationists. When Birmingham Police Commissioner Connor insisted that 
"Henry Wallace is going to have to obey our laws while he is in Birmingham,"^'' 
Wallace cancelled the Birmingham stop, making it clear that he would not speak to a 
segregated audience.^' The stand taken by Wallace impressed the Birmingham 
NAACP, because for the first time a national figure had openly defied segregation in 
Birmingham. In fact, a day before the speaking schedule, the local branch sent out 
telegrams to the City Commission, condemning the city's segregation laws and 
protesting about, "the denial of free political expression and peaeeful assembly to 
Henry Wallace" by "your insistence upon conditions for his speaking appearance. 
More important, the Birmingham NAACP was quick to dissociate itself from the 
actions of nine black unionists belonging to AFL local 559 who appeared at the 
unfulfilled speaking arena, with signs unfriendly to his visit. Carrying placards that 
clamoured for Wallace to "segregate yourself from us" and declared that "we the 
coloured people want education not agitation, "the black unionists called attention to
Herbert Hill "The Communist Party; Enemy of Negro Equality," (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 186, Folder: Articles, Herbert Hill.
For quote see “Wallacietes Protest on Segregation at Meet” Birmingham Post 
Herald August 30, 1948. See also “Wallace Talk to be Subjected to Ordinances," 
Birmingham Post Herald August 30, 1948; and “Wallacietes Told, City to Enforce 
Segregation," Birmingham News August 28, 1948.
“Wallace Shuns Big Rally Because of Segregation," Birmingham Post Herald 
September 2, 1948; and “Alabama Color Halts Wallace Talk," Detroit Free Press 
September 2 1948
“Wallace Party Wants Mixed Meeting Here," Birmingham News August 26, 1948; 
and “Henry Wallace’s Visit," Birmingham Post Herald August 31, 1948.
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the satisfaction they felt with the "progress their race had made.'"^ The Birmingham 
NAACP made it clear that the placards did not express the sentiments of the local 
branch and called the picketing "a treacherous stab at the Negro's fight for first- class 
citizenship."
Therefore, the degree to which civil rights leaders in the NAACP were responsible 
for the demise of the Left should be examined alongside evidence which suggests 
that the local NAACP did not sever all links with the Left. Although the Birmingham 
branch initially supported the national anti-communist policy, which required 
branches to dissociate themselves from left-wing activists, the very close relationship 
between communism and African-American civil rights made that position untenable 
in the South.
Birmingham's racial climate grew increasingly tense during the spring of 1949 when 
the growing movement of blacks into the white Smithfield neighbourhood was met 
with escalating white resistance. In response to the growing violence and concerns of 
whites, the City Commission passed an ordinance, 677-F, which made it a 
misdemeanour for either black or whites to move into areas which were "generally 
and historically recognised at the time as racially specific neighbourhoods."^^ The 
Birmingham NAACP, calling attention to the fact that federal courts had already 
ruled racial zoning ordinances as unconstitutional, rejected the new residential
“Ignorance on Parade," Birmingham Post Herald September 5,1948.
“Resolutions Adapted by Birmingham Branch NAACP," September 4, 1948 
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Alabama 
1948; “Minutes, Birmingham Branch Meeting," September 2, 1948 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Alabama 1948. See also 
“NAACP Criticises Group That Picketed Wallace Appearance," Birmingham World 
September 5, 1948.
” “Ordinance No. 709-F Adapted," August 9, 1949, (BPL), Birmingham World 
Office Files, Unprocessed. See also “Resolution Introduced by Cooper Green," 
August 16, 1949 (BPL), James Morgan Papers, Folder: 33.8. “Zoning Law is 
Tightened," Birmingham World August 12, 1949; “Commission Acts to Keep 
Segregation," Birmingham Post Herald August 9, 1949; “Compound Confusion," 
Birmingham World August 12, 1949; “Thirty Acres in Birmingham Rezoned for
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ordinance as unnecessary?^ Waving a batch of telegrams which the city commission 
had received from the NAACP indicated its dissatisfaction with anything short of 
desegregation?^ city commissioner J. W. Morgan attacked NAACP officials for 
being the "irresponsible element" in destroying "the good feelings between blacks 
and whites in B i rmingham.The  Birmingham Post Herald joined the City 
Commission in its attack, when it reported that in declaring that it would settle for 
nothing less than abolition in racial zoning, the Birmingham NAACP was planning 
to "drive a wedge into Birmingham's zoning laws."^^
On August 12, 1949, four days after the new residential ordinance was made 
effective, the homes of Reverend Curry at 1100 Centre Street and Reverend 
Deyampert at 1104 Centre Street were bombed. These marked the fifth and sixth 
black homes to be bombed in the disputed Smithfield area. Although the bombings
Negro Homes," Atlanta Joumal September 8, 1949; and “City Commissioners Put 
Racial Zoning Laws on the Books," Birmingham World September 9,1949.
“Letter to Cooper Green from Emory Jackson,” August 31, 1949, (BPL), James 
Morgan Papers, Folder: 33.8. See also “Birmingham Zoning Law Illegal Negro 
Claims," Montgomery Advertiser August 12, 1949. See also Stephen Meyer As 
Long As Thev Don't Move Next Door: Segregation and Racial Conflict in American 
Neighborhoods. (New York & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), pp. 107-111
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Cooper Green Papers, Folder: 15.7; “Telegram to James Morgan from Emoiy 
Jackson," April 15, 1949, (BPL), James Morgan Papers, Folder: 33.8; “Telegram to 
James Morgan from A. C. Maclin," August 16, 1949 (BPL), Folder 33.8; “Telegram 
to Cooper Green from A. C. Maclin," August 15, 1949 (BPL), Cooper Green Papers, 
Folder 15.7; “Testimony by the Birmingham Branch of the NAACP, in opposition to 
Ordinance 677-F, before the Birmingham City Commission,” May 31, 1949 (BPL), 
Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed; “Birmingham Racial Zoning Laws 
Hit by NAACP," Birmingham World August 23, 1949; Leavy Oliver “Zoning 
Ordinances in Relation to segregated Negro Housing in Birmingham, Alabama, (MA 
Thesis, Indiana University, 1951), p.37.
“Public Hearing on Zoning," Birmingham Post Herald August 15, 1949. See also 
“Letter to Charles Bromberg from Cooper Green," Undated, (BPL), Cooper Green 
Papers, Folder 15.7; “Letter to James Morgan from City Commission," June 23, 
1949 (BPL), Cooper Green Papers, Folder: 15.7.
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were "supposedly investigated," Birmingham's all-white police force made no 
arrests?" In a desperate telegram to the City Commission, the Birmingham NAACP, 
called for a thorough investigation, noting that "not one of these six bombings of 
Negro homes have been solved," adding "had it been the other way around, it is 
doubtful if the outcome would have been the same."^' Far from investigating homes 
that were attacked, the Birmingham Police Department appeared to be more 
concerned about ‘red baiting’ black home owners by enquiring whether they thought 
the "communist NAACP" or those "people in Washington had put them up to it.""  ^
However, the housing issue became an important rallying cry from which the 
Birmingham NAACP was able to mobilise the black community. On August 17, 
1949 in response to a branch call for support, over 2,000 African Americans 
gathered on the lawn outside Smithfield Court. The audience adopted resolutions 
which criticised the Police Commissioner for his failure to protect the lives and 
property of the city's black residents, condemned the new zoning ordinance, but most 
important praised the Birmingham NAACP for representing the "combined thinking 
of Negro leadership and fellowship."
Herald August 16, 1949. Stephen Meyer As Long As Thev Don't Move Next Door 
p. 107.
“Bombers still Go Free," Birmingham World May 12, 1950. See also “Officers 
Still Trying to Solve Bombings," Birmingham World April 28, 1950; "Condemning 
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Family to Move" Birmingham News May 22, 1949.
“Letter to A. Carmicheal from J. J. Green, Birmingham Branch NAACP," 
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“Birmingham Zoning Laws," Crisis February, 1950, p. 108; and Glenn Eskew “But 
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(PhD Dissertation, University of Georgia, 1993), p. 117-8.
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Frustrated with the Police Department, the Birmingham NAACP organised a 
Property Protective Association to protect the remaining black homes, and hired a 
white investigator to infiltrate the Ku Klux Klan, an organisation it long suspected of 
being responsible for the bombings?"' Early in 1950, equipped with the information 
that the Klan was planning to bum down a home recently purchased by a black 
family, the local NAACP branch organised a group to guard the property. Just as the 
information had indicated, several white men approached the unoccupied home late 
at night. "A shoot out followed" in which one arsonist was killed and another 
wounded.^^ Although the incident temporarily put an end to the bombings, it went 
largely unnoticed "because there was never any investigation and it was not reported 
to the press. A few weeks later the NAACP brought a legal suit against the City of 
Birmingham on behalf of the fifteen black homes owners in Smithfield, requesting a 
mling that prohibited the city from enforcing its racial zoning ordinance. After much 
consideration, the US District Court Judge Clarence Mullins, mled for a second time 
that zoning ordinances based on race were unconstitutional."^
The emergence of anti-communism also led to a setback in relations with an 
increasingly indifferent and hostile labour movement. During the early 1940s the
“Bombingham; Black Protest in Post War Birmingham, Alabama," The Historian 
(Winter 1997), Vol. 59, No. 2, p. 385.
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June 16, 1949 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: 
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CIO in Birmingham had been a valuable ally for the NAACP on the voter 
registration front. However, with the new political climate of anti-communism, this 
alliance came to an end. According to Robert Norrell, the pre-eminence of the 
question of race all but negated the possibility of class - based politics in post-war 
Birmingham.^^ President Truman’s call for civil rights reforms in early 1948 
motivated some white workers to back the States Rights movement. Writing 
privately about the political situation after the southern revolt, a local NAACP 
member explained that his white allies in the labour movement “tell me that the 
KKK have been able to wriggle out into their ranks and have more vote potential 
than they had anticipated.”^^  NAACP fears about Ku Klux Klan infiltration in the 
Alabama CIO were confirmed in its reaction to a KKK raid on a Girl Scout Camp in
1948.
On the night of June 10, a band of more than 100 robed and hooded persons raided 
the Bay Fletcher Camp, a "Negro" Girl Scout camp in rural Jefferson County. About 
a dozen Klansmen entered the tent of two white female instructors who were found 
to be “living within the confines of the camp on equal basis with Negro women 
eating at the same table, visiting the white merchants in the locality arm-in-arm with 
Negro women and calling them by their first names.” ®^ In other words, the white 
women were found to be treating the black women as their social equals. Leaders of 
the Klan told the two women that it wasn't "proper" for them to be within the 
boundaries of the same camp with black women. The Klansmen searched the 
instructor’s belongings and then ordered them to leave the camp within twenty-four 
hours. The following night the camp was closed.^  ^Concerned about the fact that the
Robert Norrell “Caste in Steel: Jim Crow Careers in Birmingham, Alabama,” 
Journal of Amrican Historv (December 1986), Vol. 73, No. 3, p. 693.
“Letter to Thurgood Marshall from Emory Jackson," December 13, 1949 (LOC), 
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labour leadership had not as yet “lifted its hand” or “raised its voice against the Ku 
Klux Klan,” Emory Jackson urged Birmingham labour leaders, “for the sake of 
decency to issue a strong statement
In response to his protest, Jackson received a cordial response from William Mitch, 
President District 20 United Mine Workers, who drew attention to the fact that he 
had always made every effort to frustrate any attempts by the KKK to infiltrate the 
CIO and the UMW. However, he took issue with public denouncement of Alabama 
labour. "Your statement given to the press, in my opinion was not the right 
procedure. You should have contacted the officials of labour and tried to get them in 
a meeting. The NAACP branch secretary received a less cordial reply from CIO 
state Director Carey Haigler:
"I think any appeal of this nature should come from the Jefferson County 
Girl Scout Council. I would also like to call your attention to the fact that 
any complaints about CIO members should have come through the proper 
CIO channels. My attitude toward the Ku Klux Klan has been known over 
a long period of time and 1 do not expect to be influenced by your 
organisation or any other outside organisation or individual other than CIO 
Members.
“Letter to Jack Brock, (American Federation of Labor), from Emory Jackson, D. S. 
Stephens, J. J. Green (Birmingham Branch NAACP)," June 30, 1948 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 83, Folder: Ku Klux Klan, General 1947- 
50. See also “Letter to Labor Leaders from Birmingham Branch NAACP,” July 2, 
1948 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 83, Folder: Ku Klux Klan, 
General 1947-50; and “Plea for US Aid in Probe Unanswered," Birmingham Age 
Herald July 2,1948.
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The lack of response from organised labour was particularly disturbing given the 
extent to which the Ku Klux Klan raid at the Girls Scout Camp had incited anger 
from other sections of Birmingham’s community. The camp incident had galvanised 
protests from a number of prominent Birmingham groups, including the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars, the Protestant Pastors Union, the Young Business Club and the local 
chapter of the National Conference of Christians and Jews.^  ^ The hooded raid also 
evoked general condemnation in the state press. Daily and weekly newspapers, both 
secular and religious, joined in, calling the incident an outrage and a disgrace to the 
state, and in calling for the punishment of the guilty. Birmingham clergymen 
hurled condemnation from their pulpits. The Reverend Hall Barrett, pastor of 
Edgewood Presbyterian Church, declared that the disturbance was "upsetting and 
confusing". The Birmingham Baptist Conference called upon law enforcement 
officers "to apprehend and vigorously prosecute" the men who participated in the 
invasion of the private and segregated quarters of two white women instructors at the 
black girl scout camp.
Anti-communism in Birmingham also undermined the movement to establish an 
Urban League. Although several attempts had been made to set up an Urban League 
in Birmingham in the early 1940s, the most serious was made in 1948.^  ^ A public
"Baptist Pastors Union Blasts Hooded Raiders," Birmingham News June 25, 1948; 
"Track Hooded Raiders Is Demand Voiced by TMBC," Birmingham Post Herald 
June 22, 1948; "Hooded Raid on Quarters of Women Draws New Fire," Birmingham 
Post Herald June 16, 1948; "Inquiry into Hooded Raid is Demanded," Birmingham 
Post June 15, 1948; "Two More Groups Join Attack on Night Raiders," Birmingham 
News July 1, 1948; and "Catholic Men Join in Clamour to Redouble Raid Probe," 
Birmingham Post Herald Julv 27. 1948.
"Raid Anger Rising," Birmingham News June 15, 1948. See also "Opinion on 
Scout Camp Outrage," Birmingham Post Herald June 24, 1948; and "The 
Community Is Aroused," Birmingham Post Herald June 16,1948.
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Herald June 27, 1948; "Pastor Raps Hooded Raid at Women's Camp Quarters," 
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fundraising drive was launched in June 1949 under the leadership of a white 
Presbyterian minister. Dr Henry Edmunds, and black newspaper editor, Robert 
Durr/^ The purpose of the organisation, according to one campaign brochure 
entitled: “Why Birmingham needs the Urban League Program,” was “to improve the 
social and economic conditions of Negroes and to prevent misunderstanding arising 
out of racial conflict.However^ the course of events changed dramatically during 
1949, when plans for an Urban League were scrapped in favour of a local interracial 
committee.^^ Black leaders were warned against the “organisation of an league, 
which might deal with controversial matters, such as housing, zoning, or other 
activities, and disturb the status quo in Birmingham.”^^  Disturbed by the rapid pace 
of change in race relations outside the South and the threat that such changes implied 
for segregation, white civic leaders rejected the idea of a group affiliated to a 
national civil rights organisation in favour of a local Interracial Committee funded 
by the Community Chest.
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222
That the black members of the committee were to be selected and approved by 
whites, was evidence enough that these leaders sought to control as tightly as 
possible the change in race relations. Edward Shannon has observed that 
Birmingham’s white leaders were willing to abandon their commitment to the racial 
status quo but were unprepared to surrender their position of superiority in the 
decision making process.Among the initial members of the Interracial Committee 
the more socially prominent and economically influential were the whites. For 
example, fourteen of the twenty-five white members were business executives who 
headed up many of the city’s leading firms. In marked contrast, there were only three 
black businessmen on the committee, with educators comprising the single largest 
professional group with eight members. "^  ^Although blacks certainly had significant 
influence in their own community, white members had greater access to the centres 
of power in Birmingham and thus could more easily control the priorities and 
activities of the Interracial Committee.^^ The NAACP national office expressed 
similar sentiments. The Birmingham NAACP predicted that the “substitute for the 
Urban League” was really set up to act as a “buffer to the NAACP,” and "a mouse 
trap for Negro leadership.Birmingham, according to Roy Wilkins, national 
executive secretary, was the first example the association had come across where 
certain influential citizens did not even want an Urban League. The City of
^ Edward Shannon Lamonte, Politics and Welfare in Birmingham p. 151
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Birmingham had sought instead to establish "a lo(|al committee wholly dependent on 
the local white financing and thus destined from the outset to be a mouthpiece for 
ultra conservative white sentiment rather than a vehicle for the expression of honest 
Negro and liberal white opinion."
In summary, with the assault on the American left by state and city authorities in 
Birmingham, the civil rights movement lost one of the best civil rights activists from 
the 1930s and early 1940s. The yea^l948 saw increasing protest over the movement 
of African Americans into white neighbourhoods, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and 
set back in relations with organised labour. Yet, there had also been moments of 
optimism. When Henry Wallace decided to cancel his visit to Birmingham, in protest 
to racial segregation, the local NAACP applauded his courage '^ for the first time a 
national figure had openly defied segregation in that city. In addition, white 
resistance to the movement of blacks into white neighbourhoods only encouraged the 
branch to campaign aggressively for open housing, making it absolutely clear that it 
would be satisfied with nothing short of desegregation.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
As mentioned before, post-war red-baiting in the South was accompanied by the rise 
of pro-segregationist sentiment, stimulated by, among other things, black militancy 
challenging segregated housing, and the Truman administration’s support for civil 
rights. Thus was the political climate when SYNC decided to hold its Eighth All- 
Southern Negro Youth Congress in Birmingham, Alabama, in the spring of 1948. As 
soon as Police Commissioner Connor found out about the intended conference, he 
began harassing black ministers who had offered their churches as meeting places.^^ 
Consequently, all local black clergy withdrew their offer of support, with the
“Letter to Emoiy Jackson from Roy Wilkins," October 2, 1950, (BPL), 
Birmingham World Correspondence Box. 1 Folder: 1102.1.10. See also “Letter to 
Roy Wilkins from Emory Jackson," December 16, 1951, (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 2, Series A, Box 472, Folder: Politics, Alabama, 1944-1952.
224
exception of Reverend C. Herbert Oliver, pastor of Alliance Gospel Tabernacle. 
Throughout the three-day conference, police surrounded the tiny Alliance Church 
and arrested several delegates, including Idaho Senator Glen Taylor. Bail drained 
a huge chunk of SNYC’s already dwindling treasury, and to make matters worse, 
nearly every distinguished member of its advisory board subsequently withdrew, 
fearing association with a communist-front. A year later, Louis Burnham, the 
executive secretary of the organisation closed SNYC’s Birmingham office and 
dissolved the organisation.^^
While there was no immediate decline on the civil rights front, by 1953 
McCarthyism had led to basic changes in the very fabric of Birmingham's NAACP. 
Foremost among them was the increasing separation of membership from leadership 
in economic division, whose leaders in the early 1950s were primarily drawn from 
the city's small black middle class.^  ^ Several members of this leadership indicated a 
willingness to negotiate and compromise with the white establishment. Others 
pushed forward a programme which served the interests of the black middle class, 
but which stopped short of challenging segregation. Finally, the presence of lawyers 
meant that direct action, which had shaped black protest in the late 1940s' was 
replaced by a comparatively limited tactic which sought to fight racial discrimination
"Segregation Law To Be Enforced At Session Here," Birmingham News April 27, 
1948 (BPL), Cooper Green Papers 1940-1953 Folder; 6.24.
"We have Made it Plain," Birmingham News April 27, 1948 (BPL), Cooper Green 
Papers, 1940-1953 Folder: 6.24.
^  "Letter to Eugene Connor from Oscar Adams," April 29, 1948 (BPL), Birmingham 
World Correspondence 1940's - 1950s Box 1 Folder: 1102.1.10. See also "Youth 
Congress Plans To Observe Segregation Law," Birmingham News April 29,1948.
W. C. Patton, a salesman from the American Woodman Insurance Company, held 
the presidency of the branch in 1953. The vice president, treasurer and secretary 
were all insurance men as well. In addition to this. Attorney Arthur Shores, the long 
serving branch attorney, was joined by three other Birmingham lawyers, Oscar 
Adams, Peter Hall and Orzell Billingsley. "Official Ballot of the Birmingham 
Branch NAACP," Birmingham World December 3, 1953, "W.C.Patton Named 
President of Birmingham Branch NAACP," Birmingham World January 13, 1953. 
"Interview with W.C.Patton by Jeff Norrell," (BPL), Birmingfied Papers, and 
Related Materials Folder: 809.2.4.2.8. Bobby M. Wilson, Race and Place in
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through the courts. As branch secretary Emory Jackson observed; "Our leadership 
has begun to crumble,...gone were the solid front leadership on which the 
Birmingham branch fashioned its great legal victories and built up a substantial 
membership.
The black middle class also acted against the interests of the Birmingham NAACP 
by its willingness to support the city's golf course. In July 1951, Emory Jackson, 
drew attention to the fact that the names of branch officers E. W. Taggart and W. E. 
Shortridge had been linked to a proposed "golf course for N e g r o e s . O n  July 1, 
1951 Taggart had petitioned the City Park and Recreation Board for permission to 
purchase land near the black neighbourhood of Powdery Height for the proposed 
golf course. In the City administration Taggart found a willing audience, who felt 
that it must go ahead with the proposal "before it's too late and the court's rule that 
they can play on the white golf cour se .Thi s  held little sway for critics like Emory 
Jackson, who warned that it was unlikely that building a black golf course would
Birmingham: The Civil Rights and Neighbourhood Movements (New York & 
Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000) p. 58.
"Letter to J.J. Green, Chairman of the Executive Committee, from Emory Jackson," 
July 22, 1949 (LOC), NAACP Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Ala, 
1949-1950; "Emory O'Jackson Resigns as Top NAACP Secretary," Birmingham 
World July 26, 1949; "Letter to Walter White from Emory O'Jackson," November 
22, 1950, NAACP Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Ala, 1949-1950; 
and "Executive Committee of NAACP to Meet," Birmingham World November 23,
1951.
"Letter to Mayor Cooper Green from E. W. Taggart," October 18, 1951, (BPL), 
James Morgan Papers, File 18-34. See also "Letter to James Downey from E. W. 
Taggart," Febuary 11, 1952 (BPL), Cooper Green Papers, 1940-1953, Folder: 10.10; 
"Negro Golf Course is to Be Built," Birmingham Post Herald Febuary 7, 1952; and 
"Letter to Elliot Boggus Majic City Golf Club from Eugene Bull Connor," August 6, 
1951, (BPL), James Morgan Papers, Folder 18-34.
Quote cited in Glen Eskew "But For Birmingham: The Local and National 
Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle," (PhD Dissertation, University of Georgia, 
1993), p. 124; "Open letter to the Hon Board of Commissioners, City of Birmingham 
from King Sparks," Febuary 15, 1952 (BPL), Cooper Green Papers, 1940-1953, 
Folder: 10.10; "Letter to E. W. Taggart from James Morgan," October 19, 1951, 
(BPL), James Morgan Papers, Folder: 18-34; and "Letter to E. W. Taggart from 
Cooper Green," Febuary 12, 1952, (BPL), Cooper Green Papers, 1940-1953 
Folder: 10.10.
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"ward o ff  efforts to desegregate the city's four golf courses which barred blacks on 
racial basis. Indeed, whether the Birmingham NAACP wanted it or not, a court suit 
would open all recreational facilities to all of the people, not just the privileged few 
in the black community. Most important he cautioned those who were willing to 
submit to Jim Crow that they were "losing out among those who once trusted and 
followed.
Conflict between two groups in the branch became public knowledge when William 
Shortridge invited a Greek letter fraternity to lead the branch membership drive. On 
the front page of the Birmingham World Jackson criticised Shortridge for supporting 
activity that was both "unethical" and a "sharp departure" from the manner in which 
branch membership drives had been conducted. Most disturbing was the fact that 
although there were close to forty members on the executive committee, Jackson 
said, Shortridge "would have us believe that no one among its leadership is willing 
to conduct its membership drive. In lodging his complaint with the national office 
in late 1952, Jackson suggested that members of the Executive Committee who had 
insisted on working on programmes which were directly opposed to the goals of the 
NAACP, should be reminded of the NAACP objectives and principles. He also drew 
attention to the fact that the Birmingham World had always supported the NAACP, 
often standing alone in doing so, but that the newspaper "did not intend to keep quiet 
when it appeared that those in a position of leadership "let their people down".
"Open All Golf Courts to all," Birmingham World Febuary 29, 1952; and "A 
Program For Recreation," Birmingham World April 1, 1952. For details of legal case 
to challenge segregated golf courses see "Negroes Ask Golf Course at Highland," 
Newspaper Clipping, written by Clarke Stallworth, Private Collection, Orzell 
Billingsly Papers, Folder; Golf; and "Mullins says Recommendations for Merger of 
Golf Course Ignored," Birmingham World July 27, 1953.
^ "They Join as a Whole Group," Birmingham World May 22, 1952; "Letter to J. J. 
Green from Emory O Jackson," July 22, 1949, (LOC), NAACP Group 2, Series C, 
Box 2 Folder: Birmingham, Ala, 1949-1950; "Letter to C. A. Howze from Emory 
Jackson," April 8, 1952, (LOC), NAACP Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder 
Birmingham, Alabama, 1951-2; and Glen Eskew "But For Birmingham: The Local 
and National Movements in the Civil Rights Struggle," (PhD Dissertation, 
University of Georgia, 1993), pi 22.
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Indeed, the newspaper intended to use the "bull whip of public opinion to keep our 
leaders in line."^^
To summarise, it appears that the middle class had managed to compromise a lot of 
what it had managed to achieve in the late 1940s by its willingness to comply with 
racial segregation. With lay leaders no longer prepared to challenge racial 
segregation, and indicating a tendency to compromise, the Birmingham branch 
survived the Cold War period by drawing strength from the African-American 
church.
In a political climate that made conditions difficult for communists and civil rights 
activists, they found unexpected support within the African-American church. When 
the Southern Negro Youth Congress announced that it planned to hold its annual 
meeting in 1948 on a desegregated basis, with blacks and whites gathering together, 
black churches were alone in opening their doors to accommodate the meeting. The 
African-American church also found itself at the forefront of the movement for open 
housing regardless of race in the Smithfield area of Birmingham. Six black ministers 
were among the eight black homeowners who had their homes bombed for residing 
in a primarily white neighbourhood. No pastor showed more endurance and 
consistency in individual courage than the Reverend James Lowell Ware, who in 
1949 was referred to by the Birmingham World as “the people’s minister” and the 
city’s “most dependable advocate of e q u a l i t y . W i t h  a membership of 
approximately two hundred pastors, the Birmingham Baptist Ministers Conference 
under Ware's leadership was by far the largest and most influential church group.
Quoted taken from "A Shocking and Questionable Departure," Birmingham World 
March 21, 1952. See also "Letter Walter White from Emory Jackson," April 21, 
1952, (LOC), NAACP Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Ala, 1951-2; 
and "NAACP Membership Drive Plans To Be Discussed," News Clipping, (LOC), 
NAACP Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder: Birmingham, Ala, 1951-2.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe p. 226 
^ Wilson Fallin, Jr The African-American Church in Birmingham. Alabama 1815- 
1963 (New York and London: Garland Publishing Inc, 1997), p. 136
228
In this period, the African-American church assumed greater leadership in the 
NAACP and in civil rights activities. In face of growing violence and economic 
pressure, lay leaders who had formed much of Birmingham’s leadership in the 1940s 
left the organisation and in their gap stepped the African-American church. 
Through sermons, speeches and participation in the NAACP, a group of pastors 
worked for the elimination of Jim Crow. Pastors also spoke out at membership 
drives, urging congregations to join the organisation "by being prepared to pay the 
price for it"^ ^^  By 1947, the Birmingham branch had instituted m"NAACP Sunday" 
at almost all of the city's black churches. Outside the NAACP, many ministers 
showed personal courage by leading voter registration campaigns and petitioning 
city officials for equal justice. When the NAACP brought legal action challenging 
racial discrimination in voter registration, black ministers were foremost among 
those who allowed their names to be used in the test case. For example, it was 
Reverend Eugene Otis Baxter, pastor of the Allen Temple AME church who agreed 
to have his case used to test the constitutionality of the infamous Boswell 
Amendment in 1948.^ ^^  The significance of black ministers was not lost upon the 
Birmingham branch. At the installation of Reverend R. L Alford as president of the 
Birmingham branch in 1952, state NAACP leader A. C. Patton observed that had it 
not been for the churches, the organisation would have lost ground. By 1956 with its 
traditional roles intact, its new-found militancy, and the emergence of pastors with 
more aggressive methods of protest, the African-American church was set to lead a 
mass-based civil rights movement in Birmingham.
Four ministers were elected president of the Birmingham branch after World War 
Two: Reverend J. Ware, R. L. Alford, Prince Vaughn and R. R. Harden. Religious 
ministers also served in various other capacities on the on the executive board of the 
NAACP. Reverend J. King Chandler, a minister and president of Birmingham’s 
prominent black college, Daniel Payne, was chairman of the executive committee in
1952.
Wilson Fallin, Jr The African-American Church in Birmingham p. 138 
102 “NAACP Sunday, October 28," Birmingham World October 12, 1951; “Open 
Letter to Church Leaders from Emory Jackson (Branch Secretary), and A. C. Maclin 
(Branch President), Birmingham Branch," January 25, 1950, (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 2, Folder. Birmingham, Ala, 1949-1950; and Wilson 
Fallin Jr The African-American Church in Birmingham p. 139.
Wilson Fallin Jr, The African-American Church in Birmingham p. 135.
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Equally active in the civil rights movement alongside the African-American church, 
were African-American women. In the case of William J. Bolden v. the School 
Board of Jefferson Countv in 1945, the Supreme Court had declared that the 
payment of unequal salaries to black teachers because of race or colour was unlawful 
and in violation of the 14* amendment. Approximately a year later, a survey 
conducted by the Birmingham NAACP found that although salaries had been raised, 
they had not been equalised, entitling black teachers to several thousand dollars in 
retroactive pay. In February 1947 led by Ruby Gainer Jackson, African-American 
teachers filed a suit holding the Board of Education in contempt for failing to 
comply with the previous court ruling. Shortly after the suit was filed, the city's
“Memorandum Brief on Behalf of Plaintiff, William J. Bolden (Plaintiff), v. 
School Board of Jefferson County, Alabama and J. E. Bryan, Superintendent of 
Schools, (Defendants), CD No. 5339," (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, 
Box 171, Folder: Teachers Salaries, Ala Jefferson County, 1944. See also “Final 
Decree, William J. Bolden (Plaintiff), v. School Board of Jefferson County, Alabama 
and J. E. Bryan, Superintendent of Schools, (Defendants), CD No. 5339," (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 171, Folder: Teachers Salaries, Ala 
Jefferson County, 1944; “Complaint, William J. Bolden (Plaintiff), v. School Board 
of Jefferson County, Alabama and J. E. Bryan, Superintendent of Schools, 
(Defendants), CD No. 5339," (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 171, 
Folder: Teachers Salaries, Ala, Jefferson County, 1944; “Memorandum to the 
National Legal Committee from the NAACP Legal Department," June 1942 
(Schomberg Centre for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, New 
York, hereafter cited as NYPL), Clipping File, 1925-1974 Microfiche SC003, 430-1; 
“Letter to Arthur Shores from Thurgood Marshall,” March 17, 1942 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 209, Folder: Voting, Ala, and Correspondence 1940- 
1945; “Letter to Roy Wilkins from Thurgood Marshall," March 17, 1945, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 99, Folder: Marshall Thurgood, General 
1945-6; and “Negro Teachers Get Same Pay," Birmingham Post April 27, 1945.
“Judge Orders Barnes to File Findings in Equal Salary Case," Undated, (BPL), 
Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed. See also Lynda Dempsey Cochran, 
“Arthur Shores: Advocate for Freedom," (MA Thesis, Georgia Southern College, 
1977), p. 49.
“Equal Pay for Negro Teachers," Birmingham World June 10, 1947. “Negro 
Teacher Pay Case is Opened," Birmingham World August 27, 1947; and “Leslie 
Perry Addresses Conference of NAACP," Birmingham World October 7, 1947. For 
legal preparation of case see following: “Letter to Thurgood Marshall from Arthur 
Shores," January 22, 1946 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series B, Box 209, 
Folder: Voting, Ala, Mitchell v. Wright, Correspondence; and “Letter to Arthur D.
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Board of Education dismissed chief petitioner Jackson on charges of insubordination 
and neglect of duty. As President of the CIO United Public Works of America Local 
683, Jackson, one black teacher observed at the time "seemed to have been attacked 
for doing nothing more than her plain duty as union President. Steele, the 
president of Fairfield local union was also threatened with dismissal, for adding her 
name to a petition supporting Jackson, as were four other teachers in the same 
district.
National union officials were alarmed by the dismissals and urged the Board of 
Education to apply the principles of fair play. Among many letters of protest, the 
UPW-CIO made it clear that it felt that "everyone should be given fair and just 
salaries in order that they might compete with the present high cost of living, when 
they are rendering similar services."Encouraged by this, the black teachers 
approached the CIO for support and legal advice. However, short of passing a 
resolution in support of the teacher’s fight, the Birmingham CIO did little else.^^° 
CIO Lawyer Jerome Cooper recalled how a group of black women teachers had 
approached him and requested his representation in an equal salary suit. "They had a 
legitimate complaint, I got it answered for them, but all the thanks I got was a slam 
of the door; they wanted a law suit."^^  ^ Finding that the CIO was unable to provide
Shores from Thurgood Marshall," January 25, 1946 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 
2, Series B, Box 209, Folder: Voting, Ala, Mitchell v. Wright, Correspondence.
“Letter to Hon James E. Folsom from C. H. Coyle," June 26, 1947 (BPL), 
Birmingham World Correspondence 1940s-1950s, Box 1, Folder: 1102.1.16.
“Complaint Against Negro Teacher Aired Before County Board," Birmingham 
News May 22, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed.
“Statement by Sara T. Walsh, Director, National Teachers Division, UPW-CIO on 
Intimidation of Birmingham Teachers," Undated, (BPL), Birmingham World Office 
Files, Unprocessed. See also “Letter to Hon James E. Folsom from Muriel Draper," 
June 27, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence, 19402-1950s Box 1, 
Folder: 1102.1.16.
“Resolution, adapted by the Birmingham Industrial Union Council, CIO," 
February 8, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed.
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them with the kind of support they wanted, the fired teachers turned to the 
Birmingham NAACP. ^
The local branch took prompt, decisive action and filed a second law suit demanding 
the reinstatement of Gainer Jackson. It was argued that Jackson's dismissal had been 
for personal and political reasons. Indeed, the city's attorney during his cross- 
examination of Gainer Jackson declared that he had seen "a trend among the 
coloured people to indicate that we've got communist agents around here that are 
trying to stir them up."” '^  Furthermore, intending to show that Gainer Jackson was 
devoting far “too much time to outside activities” at the expense of her teaching 
responsibilities, consequently leading to inefficiency, attention was drawn to her 
trade union activities.^^^ Although the Supreme Court ruled that Gainer Jackson had 
been dismissed lawfully, and refused to reinstate her, the African-American 
teacher’s struggle was a courageous one, particularly given the hostile circumstances 
of the struggle. Throughout the three-year fight, other black teachers had withdrawn 
their names from the petition after feeling the pressure of the hearings.
In brief, there were certain dynamics within the African-American community, 
which served to explain the success of the civil rights movement and other dynamics 
that helped to explain why the civil rights movement only went as far as it did. In a
Aware that the Ruby Gainer Jackson was prepared to fight the teacher salary case 
to the end, but also partly because she was the sister of Emoiy Jackson (branch 
secretary), the local Birmingham NAACP became involved in her case in 1948. 
“Letter to Mr. Knight and Dr. E. W. Taggart from Emory Jackson," May 5, 1947 
(BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence 1940s-1950s, Box 1, Folder: 1101.1.16. 
“Teacher Dismissal Case Still Not Closed," Birmingham News Februarv 27, 1948 
“Ouster of Teacher Argued," Birmingham Post May 22, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham 
World Office Files, Unprocessed.
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Union Local 683, UPW-CIO), “Complaint Against Negro Teacher Aired Before 
County Board," Birmingham News May 22, 1947 (BPL), Birmingham World Office 
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Unprocessed; “National Teachers Division CIO Bulletin, For Immediate Release," 
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political climate, which made conditions difficult for communists and civil rights 
activists alike, they found unexpected support and strength within the African- 
American church. In addition to this, African-American women also emerged to play 
an important role in the civil rights movement. Under the leadership of Ruby Gainer 
Jackson, Birmingham's black teachers led a relentless fight against the payment of 
unequal salaries because of race. Yet, while there was no immediate decline on the 
civil rights front, fundamental changes as a result of McCarthyism had by 1953 
occurred in the very fabric of the Birmingham NAACP. Foremost among these was 
the fact that the branch in the early 1950s was increasingly led by a black middle 
class leadership which indicated not only a willingness to negotiate with the white 
establishment but also pushed forward a programme that served the interests of the 
middle class alone. The war on communism also took a particularly nasty shape 
within the ranks of the American Left, especially against the Southern Negro Youth 
Congress. Long identified with the cause of civil rights and racial equality, the 
SNYC found itself under attack by city authorities in the early 1950s.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Birmingham
To what extent was there continuity and discontinuity within the civil rights 
movement in Birmingham? Although the States Rights Party failed in its immediate 
objective of winning enough votes, it prevailed in branding race as the sole 
compelling and most relentless public issue for the South. Before 1948 it was 
possible for southerners, white and black, to proceed on both sides of the issue, or to 
escape it entirely; after 1948, southerners were increasingly obliged to take a 
position on one side or another. For example, before 1948, the African-American 
community led by the Birmingham NAACP was able to act concurrently with 
organised labour on problems that affected both black and white workers, whereas, 
after 1948, the issue of race took popularity over that of class unity. In the early 
1940s, the CIO had been an invaluable partner for the NAACP in the field of voter 
registration, yet, in the late 1940s, with the separation of politics along lines of race, 
that enterprising alliance became difficult to sustain.
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In the face of different circumstances, the NAACP found it essential to adopt 
additional tactics. In answer to disenfranchisement and dearth of political power, 
coupled with the failure of Birmingham Police Department to investigate bombings 
of black homes, the local NAACP adopted more aggressive tactics, which at times 
were hostile to national policy. In response to President Truman's platform on civil 
rights and the States Rights Party, the Birmingham NAACP in November 1948 for 
the first time resolved that it would expand its business to include co-ordination of 
black support for the re-election of Truman as President. When the national office 
discovered their political activities, it reminded the local branch that the NAACP 
was non-partisan and that officers were forbidden to use the name of the Association 
when taking sides in political battles. Referring to the States Rights Party and the 
political climate in the South, officers of the Birmingham branch continued with 
their political activity, asserting that these were exceptional circumstances. Two 
years later, bewildered by the Police Department’s ineptitude in safeguarding black 
homeowners, the Birmingham NAACP organised a Property Protective Association 
to watch over the remaining black homes, and employed a white investigator to 
infiltrate the Ku Klux Klan. Again, the National Office drew attention to the 
inappropriate use of branch funds in contracting an investigator. Nevertheless, the 
branch saw it as a suitable method of dealing with the cumulative violence 
confronting the African-American community, at a time when the all- white Police 
Department was not ready to help.
On the other hand, some of the issues addressed in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
can, in fact, be traced back to the early 1940s. For example, when Ruby Gainer and 
Birmingham black teachers filed a suit against the Board of Education for equal 
payment of salaries, they were continuing a struggle that had begun during World 
War Two. When the United States Supreme Court ruled in 1941 that racially based 
discrimination in teacher salaries was unconstitutional, the NAACP sprang into 
action. Legal arguments resulted in a federal court order three years later that 
declared Alabama's system of salaries based on race to be unconstitutional.
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Similarly, the movement of African Americans into the all-white neighbourhood and 
the violent resistance that it provoked among white neighbours can be traced back to 
World War Two. When the city of Birmingham refused to grant Alice P Allen an 
occupancy order for a house that she had purchased in Smithfield, she hired Arthur 
Shores to file a suit against Birmingham's zoning ordinance. Although the city 
avoided the issue of racially segregated housing by rezoning the house in question 
and allowing Allen to move into her home, it had opened the door to the whole issue 
of racially zoned neighbourhoods.
The Civil Rights Movement in Detroit
National Context
The Supreme Court decision of Shellev v. Kraemer (1948) was the first of the four 
restrictive covenant cases (McGhee v. Sipes, Hurd v. Hodge and Urciolo v. Hodgel 
decided in 1948 by the US Supreme Court which held racially restrictive property 
deeds as unenforceable. Placed in deeds by developers or neighbourhood 
organisations, restrictive covenants had become the major devices whites used to 
segregate African Americans from white neighbourhoods. For African Americans 
the Supreme Court decision was an important turning point in the local struggle 
against restrictive covenants. In 1946 on Seabaldt Avenue in the Northwest area of 
the city, Benjamin Sipes and the Northwest Civic Association sued Orsel and Minnie 
S. McGhee, a black couple who had purchased a home restricted to ‘Caucasian’ use 
and occupancy. The Detroit NAACP representing the McGhees, challenged the 
validity of the classification ‘Caucasian,’ but Judge Guy A. Miller found the 
restriction valid on grounds that the McGhee’s residence would ‘cause irreparable 
injury to their white neighbours,' and ordered them to move within ninety days. The 
Michigan State Supreme Court upheld the lower court decision on the McGhee’s 
appeal when the Detroit NAACP took the case to the state court. It was not until 
1948 when the United States Supreme Court heard Sines v. McGhee along with four
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Other cases, when it ruled that racial covenants could not be legally enforced, that 
African Americans in Detroit had the legal backing that they needed/
The impact of the Supreme Court’s decision that struck down racial covenants 
ricocheted throughout Detroit’s white communities. In 1948, the Federated Property 
Owners of Detroit, an umbrella organisation of homeovmers groups, lashed out 
against those who breached restrictive covenants. To challenge the effects of the 
Supreme Court decision, the association called for a city wide network to monitor 
the selling of homes to blacks, to harass real estate brokers who sold homes to 
blacks, and to keep house prices high to deter black buyers. Wealthy whites in 
Boston-Edison pledged the "continuation of vigilant action to preserve the high 
character" of the area.^^  ^ Other white neighbourhoods attempted to subvert the 
Supreme Court decision through extra-legal means. The East Side Civic Council, 
serving a middle-class neighbourhood, attributed the victory of anti-covenant forces 
to NAACP funding and argued that success in maintaining the neighbourhood would 
depend on similar community organisation among whites. In an ingenious scheme to 
revitalise racial restrictions in a legal guise, the Plymouth Manor Association made 
its members sign a contract promising to sell their houses only through approved real 
estate brokers and to offer the Association the right to match the offer of any 
prospective buyer. In other words, the removal of the legal barrier to housing for 
blacks did not end limitations in housing.
Whatever its implications, the 1948 decision "was highly regarded by the African- 
American community and marked an important milestone on the road to integrated
Thomas Sugrue, "The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race, Industrial decline, and 
housing in Detroit, 1940-1960," (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 1992), 
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housing." * The Chicago Defender had this to say about the organised work that had 
been accomplished: "Tribute must be paid to the NAACP and their leaders, white 
and coloured, who have fought so valiantly to abolish restrictive agreements. Special 
honours must go to Thurgood Marshall and the legal department of the NAACP.
It demonstrated above all the success that could be achieved as a result of local and 
national efforts. While the national office had played an important role in providing 
financial and legal assistance, the Sipes v. McGhee case had reached the Supreme 
Court only after a prolonged local struggle led by the Detroit NAACP.
As discussed in the examination of the national context and its impact on the 
Birmingham civil rights movement, the national labour secretary, Herbert Hill 
established relations with the United Steelworkers at great cost to the local 
movement in Birmingham. Herbert Hill intervened to play a similar role in Detroit.
In September 1952, the Detroit NAACP received numerous complaints of racial 
discrimination in upgrading practices at the Ex Cello, a major machinery 
manufacturer in Detroit. The firm had a long-standing history of what officials of the 
NAACP called "flagrant racial discrimination." Whole sections of the plant stayed 
all-white and black workers remained confined in the firm's most unpleasant and low 
status jobs. Complicating the picture, the white rank and file at the company fiercely 
resisted racial integration. When a skilled black worker was offered a position in an 
all-white Department in 1951, 146 of the 149 white workers walked out on strike, 
and planned a work stoppage when they returned. But the Detroit NAACP was 
particularly concerned about "the passiveness of the UAW union bargaining agents
Clement A. Vose, Caucasians Onlv: The Supreme Court, the NAACP and the 
Restrictive Covenant Cases (Berkerlv: University of California Press, 1959), pp 122- 
220.
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on these types of cases," and wrote to Walter P. Reuther about the increasing concern 
about racial incidents reported in plants under UAW contract /Afraid that the 
NAACP would be seen to be publicly criticising the UAW-CIO and Walter P. 
Reuther, Herbert Hill advised the branch against pursuing the complaints/^^ Instead, 
it was suggested that given "such matters were rather exploitative" in the UAW the 
wisest course of action for the branch to take was to "discuss the issue with our 
friends in the union." Consequently, the local branch took a middle ground 
position on workshop issues, supporting national and state efforts for fair practices 
legislation, but largely left shop floor and hiring gate discrimination untouched.
The efforts by the national labour secretary to campaign against discrimination in 
restaurants, especially those in the vicinity of the UAW plants, managed, to some 
extent to off-set the negative consequences of the failure to address union 
discrimination in the workplace. In early 1950, Herbert Hill arrived in Detroit to 
conduct a NAACP fundraising programme among various UAW locals, but in the 
process became involved in a NAACP campaign to end restaurant discrimination in 
areas adjacent to UAW plants. Under the leadership of William Oliver and the UAW 
Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department, several local unions had made 
some attempt to address the problem in the late 1940s. However, the UAW hitherto 
had not met with much success. Under Herbert Hill, a group of UAW members 
began a large-scale city-wide campaign of picketing and instituting legal
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proceedings in a number of cases. At the request of the UAW, Hill also helped to 
organise local union civil rights committees and prepared model anti-discrimination 
clauses regarding public accommodation in union contracts. For whatever reason. 
Hill and the NAACP were able to do what the UAW Fair Practices Department 
could not.^^  ^ As a consequence, public establishments were increasingly forced to 
serve blacks in areas adjacent to auto plants. The National Labour Secretary played 
an even greater role in the local NAACP's struggle against segregated public 
housing.
In June 1950, under the leadership of national labour secretary, Herbert Hill, the 
Detroit NAACP launched a much needed and long awaited legal attack against racial 
segregation in the city's public housing projects. Three months earlier Hill had 
warned the community that if the Detroit Housing Commission did not discontinue 
its 1943 stated policy of racial segregation in public housing, the branch was 
prepared to begin legal action. The threat of a lawsuit angered former allies like 
George Schermer in the Mayor's Interracial Committee. Schermer recognised that 
“the branch may well have had very good reasons for acting as it did but warned that 
public reaction toward the threat of a suit had been total d i s r e g a r d . H e  tersely 
summed it up; "if they want to sue, let them sue."^^  ^Most important Schermer called 
attention to the fact that most of the public criticism had been directed at Herbert
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Hill, who was "somewhat resented as an outsider and has been overtly assertive.
In defence of the NAACP action. Director of Branches, Gloster Current informed 
Schermer that for far too long people had "pussyfooted" with the issue of 
segregation, and that time had come for an all-out campaign against segregated 
public housing. Indeed, prior to Hill's intervention the branch had passed a series 
of resolutions condemning racial segregation in public housing, and met frequently 
with the Mayor's Interracial Committee to discuss the issue but to no avail. The 
climax of the legal fight came on June 26, 1954, when Federal Judge Arthur B. 
Lederle ruled that the Detroit Housing Commission had violated the Fourteenth 
Amendment in denying black applicants entry into housing projects located in 
predominantly white neighbourhoods. On balance, while the National Labour 
Secretary sought to safeguard friendly relations between organised labour at a cost to 
the local movement, his efforts helped the movement in aggressively addressing the 
issue of segregation in public housing and in challenging discrimination in public 
accommodation in the vicinity of UAW plants.
Hence, while the Supreme Court decision of 1948 had a largely positive impact on 
the civil rights movement in Detroit, the intervention by the national office into local 
branch affairs proved to be a mixed blessing. What complicated the relationship 
between the national and local movements most was the impact that anti­
communism had on the city in the late 1940s and early 1950s. For example, 
empowered by the conservative climate of anti-communism, neighbourhood 
improvement associations targeted the city’s race relations' agency. But while the 
city’s white left was driven underground and the city’s biracial agency attacked, the 
African-American left surprisingly survived the anti-communist attacks.
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When the House Un-American Committee (HUAC) announced plans in early 1952 
to investigate communist influence in Michigan, it created a panic within state 
legislature, public schools, street railways and within manufacturing plants as 
suspicion was thrown on those sympathetic to communism. The Michigan State 
Legislature demanded an investigation of subversion in the city’s public schools and 
a ban on communist teachers. The Detroit Street Railways began to consider a 
second loyalty oath from employees. Detroit newspapers gave enormous coverage to 
the testimony of Bernice Baldwin, a FBI informant inside the Michigan Communist 
Party, who reeled off the names and places of employment of scores of communists 
active in the labour movement .Almost  immediately a wave of violence and 
intimidation swept through a dozen Detroit factories. Many workers named as 
communists were beaten up and hustled into the street. Sensational stories filled the 
major newspapers. In one manufacturing plant, the wife of an accused ‘Stalinist’ 
was driven from the plant, while newspaper reporters were ‘egging on the workers 
for “some action shots.
Empowered by the conservative climate of anti-communism, neighbourhood 
improvement associations targeted the city’s race relations agency. In 1951, a group 
closely associated with the neighbourhood improvement movement, the Legislative 
Research Committee, called for the abolition of the Mayor's Interracial Committee 
(MIC) and attempted to taint the MIC director, George Schermer, with charges of 
leftist tendencies by noting his membership in the liberal Americans for Democratic 
Action. The campaign against the MIC met with success; in 1953 Mayor Albert
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Cobo restructured the MIC, purged its most liberal members and appointed two 
prominent white neighbourhood association members to the board/^^ The NAACP 
was particularly concerned about the committee's rightward turn. Previously, the 
MIC had proved an important ally for civil rights but also an important agency for 
distinguishing between civil rights and communism.
The HUAC also investigated a group of African-American leaders, who rejected the 
Cold War concessions, but retained a good deal of influence within Detroit’s 
African-American community. Among other important organisations that HUAC 
interrogated in Detroit were the Civil Rights Congress and the National Negro 
Labour Council (NNLC). The Civil Rights Congress was formed in 1946 as a 
merger of the International Labour Defence and the National Federation for 
Constitutional Liberties. African Americans prominent in the leadership of the Civil 
Rights Congress included Detroit’s Reverend Charles Hill and Arthur McFall, the 
full-time secretary of the Detroit chapter. The National Labour Council was founded 
in 1951 as a black-led organisation within the trade union movement. It championed 
‘full freedom’ for African Americans focusing on their economic needs, and sought 
democracy and equality within the trade union movement. As a left progressive 
movement, the NLC was critical of attacks on civil liberties and of the Korean War, 
but its principal activities revolved around the struggle for jobs for African 
Americans and Fair Employment Practices legislation. Among the key leaders of the 
NNLC were Nicholas Hood who served as president, and Coleman Young who acted 
as executive secretary.
During the hearings of the HUAC in 1952, Detroit's left progressive African- 
American leadership core managed to survive these trying times and hold together a 
following at the local level. While the white left was easily defeated within the
Thomas Sugrue "Crabgrass-Roots Politics: Race, Riots and the Reaction against 
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factories, offices and unions, the city's black left wing leadership displayed a 
remarkable immunity to anti-communism. Indeed, those blacks invited to testify 
before the HUAC put up a magnificent show of defiance. By attacking the racist 
background of the several southern committee members and asserting their own civil 
rights patriotism, black activists Reverend Charles Hill, Coleman Young and 
William Hood, all put their interrogators on the defensive, and with near universal 
support from the African-American community, especially the press and church. 
William Hood, recording secretary of Local 600, long a hub of Communist Party 
activity, refused to answer questions and denied communist membership. On the 
other hand, Coleman Young's testimony made him an instant celebrity in the city's 
black neighbourhoods, when he chastised a committee member for mispronouncing 
the word "Negro" as "Nigra." Reverend Charles Hill stood on his rights and dignity, 
when he proclaimed himself a fighter for complete equality for African Americans, 
no matter what any committee said or did.
In summing up, the extent to which national developments worked in favour or 
against the civil rights movement, three important points need to be considered. In 
May 1948, the United States Supreme Court ruled that racial restrictive covenants 
were no longer enforceable in the courts. Whatever its implications, the 1948 
decision was regarded highly by the African-American community and marked an 
important milestone on the road to integrated housing. Similar to events in 
Birmingham, the national office intervened in Detroit to maintain its close alliance 
with anti-communist factions in organised labour. Afraid that the NAACP would be 
seen to be publicly criticising the UAW-CIO, the branch was advised against 
pursuing the complaints. However, unlike the developments in Birmingham, the 
efforts of the National Labour Secretary in Detroit did much to benefit the local 
movement, for example in providing leadership against discrimination in restaurants
Martin Halpem "Tm Fighting for Freedom' Coleman Young," HUAC and the 
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and launching a much needed and long awaited legal attack against racial 
segregation in public housing. Finally, that Detroit's left progressive African- 
American leadership managed to survive the trying times and hold together a 
following at the local level during the Cold War is clear. Nevertheless, to argue that 
the African-American Left was totally immune to McCarthyism would be incorrect. 
While the Left was able to survive the HUAC and attack by state authorities, it had a 
harder time surviving the attack from within the local African-American-liberal civil 
rights coalition which will be examined next.
Local Context
According to M. J. Heale, Michigan^ illustrated the interdependence of national and 
local anti-communism. A full blown red scare could not have developed in the state 
without the impact of outside influences, such as the scrutiny by bodies like HUAC, 
yet equally, a red scare could not have ignited had Michigan itself not been 
combustible. More than in most states^there existed in Michigan conditions which 
encouraged an anti-communist political culture. Primarily, because the state's party 
system had come to reflect its economic structure, McCarthyite tactics became an 
unusually strong feature of electoral politics, with the Republicans seeking to exploit 
Communist Party presence among the Democratic Party's labour and liberal allies. 
The Democratic Party and its allies, particularly organised labour, but also the 
NAACP, consequently worked hard to disassociate itself from the radical left and 
promote' the values of liberal anti-communism.
Testifying before the HUAC in March 1952, Edward Turner, president of the 
Detroit NAACP, stated that although the communists had "demonstrated their 
willingness" to take up the issue of civil rights, they had failed to gain a following in
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the African-American community. This, according to Turner, was largely due to the 
positive role played by organisations such as the NAACP, Americans for 
Democratic Action (ADC) and the UAW-CIO, which had all worked hard to keep 
the civil rights movement clean of communists. The extent to which this was 
evident was, perhaps, best illustrated by the local response to Henry Wallace in 1947 
and 1948. In 1947, Henry Wallace arrived in Detroit to speak before the "Fight for 
Peace" rally at the Masonic Temple; he managed to draw a considerable crowd of 
6,500. Local activists such as Reverend Charles Hill, Coleman Young and Stanley 
Novack, each ran for local offices as Progressive Party candidates. Activists 
associated with the Civil Rights Congress created "Wallace for President" 
committees throughout the city. Yet on Wallace's second campaign visit to Detroit, 
the city's pro-Wallace groups could manage to get less than 450 people to attend the 
Progressive Party rally. Between the two Wallace visits, anti-communist forces 
within the civil rights-liberal community had managed to isolate the Progressive 
party and place it outside the political mainstream. The CIO, ADC and NAACP 
spearheaded the liberal attack on Wallace. Wallace was characterised as being "soft 
on communism" and the Progressive Party was framed as being "bent on destroying 
the American Way of life. "
Efforts to pass a state Fair Employment Practices (FEP) Law had begun in the 
immediate aftermath of World War Two. Civil rights and labour activists inspired by
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President Franklin Roosevelt's Executive order 8809 prohibiting discrimination in 
the defence industry, pushed for permanent legislation in Detroit. However, passage 
for a FEP law in the early 1950s was hindered by intense infighting between the left 
and right wing within the civil rights coalition. The major issue splitting FEP 
advocates was communism. Militant and fired by an ideological commitment to 
racial equality, many of Detroit's most vocal supporters of work place civil rights 
measures were suspected communists or known communist sympathisers. Those 
leftists who pushed for an FEP law, included lawyer George Crockett, who went on 
to become one of the city's most outspoken defenders of suspected communists; the 
Reverend Charles Hill, who had worked with known communists; left wing activists 
Coleman Young and William Hood, both under suspicion by anti-communist union 
leaders '^ and civil libertarians Jack Raskin and Arthur McPaul.^ "^ ^
The factional struggle between communists and anti-communists came to a head in 
May 1951. A coalition of left-wing organisations led by the Civil Rights Congress, 
the National Negro Labour Council and communist-led unions organised a petition 
drive in Detroit to mobilise support for a city FEP ordinance. They hoped to gather 
some thirty thousand signatures in support of a city ordinance which would vote on 
the initiative or place it on the November City e l e c t i o n . T o  "take the ball from the 
communists and deny them this issue for their propaganda," the NAACP Joined the 
Mayor's Interracial Committee, UAW-CIO Fair Practices Department, and other 
liberal groups to form the Detroit Citizens Committee for Equal Employment to 
sponsor their own ordinance. The communist and liberal campaigns ran on
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parallel tracks throughout the summer and autumn of 1951. While NLC activists and 
their radical allies continued to solicit signatures for an initiative petition, liberal 
organisations stepped up their anti-communist c ampa ign .The  UAW and their 
allies characterised the left-wing petition as an "irresponsible and communist 
inspired" approach that was determined to exploit racial minorities and destroy a 
genuine civil rights movement.
However, the liberal coalition was no more successful in its policy of persuasion 
than the Detroit NLC was with its petition. As a member of the Michigan 
Communist Party, Nat Ganley, observed at the time: "Unfortunately none of the 
organisations attacking the Detroit Negro Labour petition has done anything 
substantial to win FEP legislation in the city council," adding that all they had done 
was to "issue press releases that split the FEP movement. The communists were 
thwarted, but so too was the momentum for a FEP law, which did not get through the 
state legislature until 1955, long after that of most other northern cities. As 
Gerald Home has argued, the NAACP and their allies by conducting an anti­
communist cmsade, strengthened the very forces that they were ostensibly trying to 
weaken. In late 1951, the Director of NAACP Branches, Gloster Current, was certain
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that hopes for a FEP law were "dead for the session of the legislature, mainly 
because the governor found the commie issue a good smoke screen.”^
Beginning in the late 1940s, African-American residential patterns began to expand 
outward from the pre-war concentrations on Detroit's east-side and the outlying 
areas. Detroit blacks moved beyond the inner city to the east, and especially to the 
north-west. As blacks moved out of the oldest, most run-down sections of the city 
into newer neighbourhoods, black-housing conditions improved significantly, but 
patterns of residential segregation were difficult to overcome. As a growing number 
of African Americans attempted to uplift their status by moving into desirable 
housing, they faced one of the most powerful, well-organised political movements, 
whose primary purpose was the maintenance of Detroit's racial boundaries. The 
desire by African Americans for better homes along the city's racial frontier came 
into collusion with the wishes of whites who wanted to maintain all white- 
neighbourhoods. More than two hundred violent clashes accompanied black 
residential movement in the city in the 1950s alone. Improvement associations 
instigated virtually every instance of house-related violence in post-war Detroit. 
When they faced the threat of black encroachment, neighbourhood improvement 
associations sought to intimidate residents through threats, demonstrations, petty 
harassment, and, frequently, violence. However, such violent scenes also became the 
battleground for leadership between the left and right wing of the civil rights 
movement.
One of the most sustained and violent protests over housing in post-war Detroit 
involved the sale of two houses on Harrison Street in August 1948. When owner 
Edward Brock offered both of his houses on the street to blacks on August 14, 1948, 
the white neighbourhood mobilised to stop the black families moving in. Over the
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course of the protest, angry community members broke thirty-five windows, set off 
fire alarms, and picketed outside the two homes .However ,  groups of white 
demonstrators protesting against black occupancy of the homes were met on August 
2 0  by a group "commonly identified as communist-dominated," carrying placards 
that read "Jim Crow Must Go." This later group, the Wayne County CIO council 
under the leadership of Reverend Charles Hill, also made it known that it intended to 
repair the damaged houses and hang up signs reading "Democracy at Work." Hill 
invited several groups including the NAACP to support the project. Arguing that 
such actions only "held the danger of inciting further demonstrations and increasing 
tensions," the Detroit branch quickly rejected the call for a s s i s t ance . In  addition, 
the two black families concerned were persuaded by the NAACP to remove the 
placards and inform the Wayne County CIO that its aid was no longer required. 
Instead of direct action, the NAACP convinced the black families that the matter 
should be left in the safe hands of the Detroit Police Department.
However, in demanding that African Americans place their trust in the Detroit Police 
Department, the NAACP undercut its own campaign against open housing. The 
Harrison Street incident was among several in which the Detroit branch encouraged 
black home owners to co-operate with the police authorities instead of accepting the 
assistance of left-wing organisations. Satisfied that "police action had been prompt 
and effective" during one racial incident on Elm Street, executive secretary Edward
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Swann assured George Schermer, director of the Mayor's Interracial Committee that 
he would "see to it " that the owners, Mr and Mrs Arthur Johnson, "would co-operate 
with the police." Nonetheless, neighbourhood residents, not satisfied with the 
outcome of their protest, continued to harass their new black owners. Of course, 
there is nothing to suggest that the assistance offered by the Left would have made a 
noticeable difference to the outcome of the protest at Harrison street or anywhere 
else. However, what can be firmly stated is that by placing trust in police officers, 
who did little to discourage whites from protesting violently, did more harm than 
good. Evidence suggests that police officers were slow to respond to housing 
incidents, providing residents with ample time to hurl objects at the offending 
homes, and when they did arrive they were often found "passively watching crowds 
gather and made little effort to disperse them."^^^
The final major issue that served to divide the civil rights coalition along communist 
and anti-communist lines was law enforcement. Police harassment of blacks had 
long been a part of Detroit law enforcement practice, but in the post-World War Two 
years police antagonism toward African Americans increased markedly. On the 
evening of June 4, 1948, Leon Mosely, a fifteen-year-old, was reported for having 
stolen a car in the vicinity of Chene and Warren streets. It was not long before 
Mosely was spotted driving recklessly by two police officers, who gave chase. 
Sources differ as to what occurred next, but most witnesses agreed that when Mosely 
drove the car into a tree, he was dragged out of the car, beaten and then shot in the 
back when he attempted to flee. To voice the anger felt by the African-American 
community, Coleman Young and Reverend Charles Hill established a Joint 
Committee for Justice for Leon Mosely and organised a mass demonstration to take 
place during the funeral procession.
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Consequently, the funeral drew thousands of African Americans across the city, and 
as a result of the left-wing influence it became a community-wide rally with banners 
and placards demanding investigation into the death of the black youth. Yet while 
the leftist leaders mobilised the feelings of the African-American community, the 
Detroit NAACP, in line with its non-confrontational policy, sought conferences with 
the Mayor and the Police Commissioner. By way of justifying its role, branch 
secretary Edward Swann explained that while the demonstrations were entirely 
"understandable," it was equally important for groups like the NAACP to work 
"patiently with public and police officials to make sure that they do the positive, 
proper and constructive thing. Indeed, not only had the "responsible leaders" 
called upon the Mayor, the Police Superintendent and the Interracial Committee to 
take action, but had managed to secure immediate suspension of the officers 
involved.
However, when the Police officers were brought to trial on December 14, 1948, in a 
decision that shocked the African-American community, the presiding Judge ruled 
that he had no sympathy for thieves and "commended the officers for doing their
(Detroit; Wayne State University Press, 1989), p. 123; and Edward C. Pintzuk, 
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duty."*^  ^More importantly, and perhaps somewhat ironically, the Judge criticised the 
"pink members" of the NAACP who had sought to incite interracial tensions. 
George Schermer, was one of several people who spoke in defence of the "good 
name" of the NAACP. In passing judgement on the NAACP, Schermer wrote that, 
the Judge had, by implication, condemned "anyone who had protested against the 
shooting or asked for a trial. Further in its defence, Schermer drew attention to the 
fact that this had been the "very leadership, which had stood most firmly against the 
communists ."In fact, Schermer went on to explain, the political left had attempted 
to make a "cause celebre" out of the funeral procession, but the "constructive action 
taken by the NAACP had circumvented their plans."
Two years later, the Detroit NAACP, determined to distance themselves from the 
left wing in the civil rights movement, refused to become involved in community 
protests against the illegal arrest of Charles Gordy Jr. On the morning of November 
19, 1950, two police officers, Daniel R. Morgan and Andreas M. Millert, entered the 
home of Charles Gordy Sr for the purpose of arresting his son. Sources differ 
somewhat in terms of numbers, but it is generally agreed that over one hundred
“Gordon Answers Schermer in Mosely Slaying," Detroit News December 25, 
1948. “Mosely Slayer Awaits Trial, $2,000 Bond Set," Detroit Tribune July 10, 
1948.
"Michigan Committee on Civil Rights, Detroit Chapter, Bulletin," January 5, 
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252
uniformed police and at least one squad of commandos quickly surrounded the 
house. Charles Gordy Jr, was dragged out of the home, half-dressed and handcuffed. 
Arthur McPaul along with others from the Civil Rights Congress organised a 
Committee to Defend Charles Gordy Sr. and demonstrations to protest about the 
police raid. When McPaul approached the Detroit NAACP for support, he was 
informed that "this was not a case that the NAACP could handle. Instead, the 
Detroit branch issued a six-point statement condemning the police action, as a 
serious act of abuse. However, it hastened to add that the statement was a gesture of 
sympathy and did not involve the "branch in any of the Committee's (Committee to 
Defend Charles Gordy) commitments or obligations. In short, the NAACP, 
concerned about being tainted with communism, expended more effort keeping the 
civil rights movement clean than in addressing the issues that most concerned 
African Americans.
How did developments at the local level work to the benefit of the civil rights 
movement in Detroit and in what ways did developments at the local level work 
against the civil rights movement? Unlike the Birmingham group, the Detroit 
NAACP ventured out to make alliances with the anti-communist circles in the CIO, 
the United Automobile Workers. While the alliance w i t h  the UAW leadership to 
some extent proved invaluable in safeguarding the NAACP branch from anti­
communism, the alliance, as demonstrated by the failure to secure FEPC legislation 
proved of limited use in the struggle for African-American civil rights. Further still, 
despite its efforts to distance itself from the left-wing organisations and present itself 
as an organisation that was staunchly anti-communist, the Detroit NAACP failed to 
protect itself from charges of communism. In 1946 the Governor of Michigan, Sigler 
charged the Detroit chapter of the NAACP with being a communist organisation.
"Michigan Committee on Civil Rights^ (Detroit Chapter), Bulletin" Undated 
(ALUA), Michigan AFL-CIO Papers, Series 2, Box 79, Folder 3: Fair Employment 
Practices Committee, 1949.
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Although the branch went to great lengths to deny the charges demanding that the 
governor retract his statement, the charge remained.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Reverend Charles Hill, pastor of the Hartford Avenue Baptist church and former 
Detroit NAACP president was the most prominent African-American leader 
subpoenaed by the HUAC. In response to questions regarding his links with 
communists. Hill informed the committee that he was primarily interested in the 
second-class citizenship that African Americans faced and that "the co-operation of 
anybody who wanted to befriend the African-American in the land of the free would 
be accepted. There was a wide range of opinion among the African-American 
community. The Pittsburgh Courier called Hill the sharpest witness before the 
committee. On the other hand, the Reverend Malcolm Dade pastor of the Saint 
Cypian's Episcopal Church, responded to Hill's defiance of the committee assuring it 
of the loyalty of African-American people and the African-American church. A 
Michigan Chronicle columnist called Hill 'naïve' on the question of communism.
Hill was not a member of the Communist Party, and could have disassociated 
himself from the orbit of the Communist Party, but chose not to. At a time when 
individual communists were not welcomed, he offered his church as a free space for 
organising and exchanging ideas. Old friends and allies, with communist reputations, 
such as Paul Robeson and Ben Davis were always welcomed at Hartford Baptist 
Church. He continued to support the activities of older communist front 
organisations such as the Civil Rights Congress as well as newer ones such as the 
National Negro Labour Council. Further still. Hill had no qualms about associating 
with the Progressive Party. Hill was among the sixty leading African-American
"Testimony of Rev. Charles A. Hill accompanied by his Counsel, George W. 
Crockett," February 27, 1952, Hearings Before the Committee on Un-American 
Activities House of Representatives Eightv Second Congress Second Session Februarv 
25-29. 1952 (Washington D C; US Government Printing Office, 1952), p. 2832.
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ministers who travelled to Philadelphia to the Party's founding convention where he 
predicted that the Progressives’ forthright stand on segregation would win the 
overwhelming Negro vote."
Hill's close ties with radical left-wing organisations also influenced his position 
within an increasingly anti-communist NAACP. In December 1946, Hill was 
defeated as long-standing president by Reverend Robert Bradby. ^ ^^ This is not to say 
that the black church played no role in the NAACP, but it was of pale significance to 
the one that it had played during the war. Along lines established during the war, the 
black church continued to provide important assistance to the local branch. Churches 
donated space and services for monthly branch meetings, and in most cases made 
substantial donations. Further still, toward developing a more active relationship 
with black churches, the branch set up a committee on church work under the 
leadership of Reverend Hillard, pastor of St. Paul AME Zion church. However, it 
was clear that the black church was in the early 1950s in pale significance to the role 
it had played in the early 1940s.
The relationship with Walter P. Reuther also affected the extent to which the 
NAACP was prepared to support efforts made by African-American youth. In 1953 
the Detroit Youth Council sharply criticised the HUAC investigation into Local 600, 
a left-led UAW union. A year later the council invited the president of Local 600, 
Carl Stellato, to speak at its FEPC Rally. However, on both occasions the youth 
council noted that there was a lack of support from the Detroit NAACP. In writing to 
the national office, John Westbrook, president of the Youth Council noted that 
Stellato's presence at the FEP Rally should have "struck the Detroit branch as 
solving the problem of gaining FEP legislation. He also requested that the failure of
Angela Dillard, "From the Reverand Charles Hill to the Revereand Albert B. 
Cleage Jr," p. 197.
"Telegram to Rev Robert L. Bradby from William Oliver," December 16, 1947, 
(ALUA), UAW-CIO Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department Papers, 
Box 6 , Folder 8 : Detroit NAACP Correspondence and Minutes; "Heated Election 
Ends in Two to One Victory," Detroit Tribune December 16, 1946; and "Bradby 
New NAACP President," Michigan Chronicle December 21, 1946.
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the Detroit NAACP "to give it's unqualified support should be brought under careful 
examination." In response to its charges, the Youth Council was chastised by the 
national office for not seeking permission before inviting Stellato and placing 
NAACP relations with organised labour in jeopardy. In reference to Stellato's 
appearance at the NAACP Youth Council rally, Herbert Hill warned that such 
actions would have a detrimental effect upon the association's relationship with the 
entire trade union movement. Not only should the Youth Council be aware that Carl 
Stellato was "the foremost leader and chief spokesman of the anti-Reuther caucus 
within the UAW-CIO" wrote Herbert Hill, but, that "we maintain extremely close 
and fraternal relations with the UAW."
Early in 1950, Stellato, the Reuther caucus candidate, had won the local presidency 
of Local 600. As far as the UAW leadership was concerned, he seemed the ideal 
choice, as a few months into his presidency, Stellato had purged the Local of its left 
wing leadership. However, when the purged left regained its leadership position with 
the 1951 election, Stellato switched his allegiance shortly thereafter, joining with the 
very left-wing forces he had attacked a year ago and turned against Walter P. 
Reuther. When the HUAC announced plans in early 1952 to investigate communist 
influence in Detroit, Reuther saw in the hearings a perfect opportunity to crush the 
opposition. Days after the HUAC had concluded its hearings, Reuther informed 
Stellato and the left-wing Local 600 leadership that the executive board was bringing 
them up on charges of communism and failing to support the national union's 
political policies. After more than eleven hours of hearings, the UAW executive
"Letter to Attorney Edward Turner from J. L. Westbrook, President Michigan 
State Youth Conference," March 5, 1954 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, 
Box 70, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1953-1955.
"Letter to J. L. Westbrook from Gloster Current," March 25, 1954 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 79, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1953-55. 
^^^"Memorandum to Herbert Wright from Herbert Hill," April 28, 1954 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 79, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1953-1955.
"UAW Fires Stellato Aides," Detroit Times March 28, 1952; "Local 600 Purges 
Gets Underway," Detroit Times March 14,1952; "UAW Moves to Ousted Officials 
of Local 600," Detroit Times March 11, 1952; and "Reuther Asks Purge of Local 
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board voted to remove the officers and place the local under national control. 
Hence in its condemnation of the HUAC hearings and by inviting Stellato to appear 
at an FEP rally, the Detroit Youth Council, had indeed placed the relationship 
between the NAACP and UAW in peril.
Concerned about the relationship between Local 600 and the Youth Council/ the 
Detroit NAACP on June 8 , 1953, set up a special committee to investigate any 
indiscretion and impropriety. While William Oliver, Director of the UAW-CIO anti- 
discrimination committee had no official standing inside the NAACP other than 
membership of the Board of Directors, he was appointed as chairman to head the 
committee. Representing the Detroit Youth Council was its president, John 
Westbrook, and its recording secretary, Marion Dillard. In addition to allegations of 
insubordination, charges against the council included the failure to render periodic 
reports on its activities to the Detroit NAACP and the failure to secure permission 
before releasing public statements on "highly controversial matters. In his 
concluding remarks, William Oliver noted that Westbrook's account was "not all that 
impressive" and that the Youth Council under his leadership had "not been 
productive along NAACP lines." The committee, in fact, had "grave doubts" as to 
the fitness of Westbrook to head the Youth Council and recommended that a 
resignation be sought immediately. If resignation was not forthcoming, it was
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suggested that "steps be taken to remove him from dereliction of duty." In 
censuring a militant youth leadership, the NAACP lost one of the most active units 
of the association in Detroit.
The rise of anti-communism within the UAW influenced the ties between the 
NAACP and the black working class. As UAW activist Mildred Jeffrey explained: 
"When I spoke of the internal difficulties in the UAW, one of the centre pieces of 
that was communism. These things crossed organisational lines. So this was an issue 
too in the NAACP. There was that split in the black community, as there was 
across the board in the union movement at that time. During the left and right wing 
factional fight inside the UAW, the Detroit branch NAACP was split between those 
who supported Frank Addes and those who supported Walter Reuther. The Board of 
Directors led by its executive secretary, Edward Swann, stood behind Walter 
Reuther, while President Hill and those around him, provided the mainstay of 
support for Addes. The issue was resolved when on December 21, 1946 Bradby 
defeated the incumbent president. Officially nominated by the branch board of 
directors, Bradby won comfortably with a two-to-one margin.
Results of the election were received with great criticism on the part of several 
members who complained about the manner in which the election had been
'^^"Letter to Herbert Wright from Arthur Johnson," January 13, 1955 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series E, Box 79, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1953-1955. 
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conducted. Among those who criticised was Hodges Mason, president of UAW-CIO 
Local 208.^ ^^  In an open letter to the readers of the Michigan Chronicle. Mason 
alleged that the presidential elections had been a clear case of irregularity. The 
Chronicle quoted Mason as saying "Several people of both the white and Negro race 
expressed the view that the name of Charles Hill, should have been included on the 
ballots unless he had signified his intentions not to run for pre-election. In 
contrast to the practice established, the board of directors had decided to nominate 
only one candidate and allow other candidates including Hill, to introduce 
themselves on the day of the balloting. It was further rumoured that the branch 
nominating committee by-passed Hill to select Bradby for the post, primarily on 
account of Hill's insistence on working with the left-wing faction of the labour 
movement.
The largest local branch in the country during World War Two, Detroit's NAACP, 
had grown in power and influence because of its alliance with the UAW. The 
NAACP joined the UAW against wartime hate strikes, towards the enforcement of 
wartime FEP regulations and campaign for the passage of anti-discriminatory 
legislation. The NAACP-UAW alliance endured after World War Two, but it had 
changed shape as the war time insurgency was institutionalised and bureaucratised. 
The NAACP turned its energies away from the shop floor and toward courtrooms 
and the halls of the state legislature and Congress. It also took a middle ground
Mason's criticism of the NAACp's election results demanded respect because of 
his role as president of local 208, UAW-CIO. As George Crockett recalled the three 
most independent Negro leaders in labor were Hodges Mason Horace Sheffield and 
Shelton Tappes. As Herbert Hill recalls Hodges Mason told us very proudly that he 
never went on the staff, but always maintained his mass base in the union. He 
always rejected offers to go to work for the International because, "no white man 
was going to tell him what to do" For source see "Mason Hodges Interviewed by 
Herbert Hill," November 1967 (ALUA), Blacks in the Labor Movement, Oral 
History Collection.
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position on civil rights, adamantly supporting national and state efforts for racial 
equality, propagandising among its workers for civil rights but largely leaving shop- 
floor and hiring-gate discrimination un-addressed.
The alliance with organised labour also affected the extent to which the Detroit 
NAACP was able to address discrimination in the work place against African- 
American women. For eighteen years. Midland Steel Products had hired white 
women, but always refused to recruit black women. With the newly negotiated 
contract with the UAW, which included an equal employment amendment 
prohibiting discrimination on basis of race, African-American women looked 
forward to a change in company hiring practices. However, requests by the local 
union's fair employment committee for such a clause to be included in the new 
contract were rejected by the union membership. In response, a coalition of 
concerned citizens which included representatives from the Urban League, the local 
NAACP as well as a group of black women unionists, met to formulate a strategy. It 
was agreed by all present, that each individual representing his/her organisation, 
would send out strongly worded letters to Walter Reuther and William Oliver, 
directors of the UAW Fair Practices Department, demanding that they "bring the 
influence of their office upon the negotiations at Midland Steel." Three days 
later, a conference with the UAW Fair Employment Practices Committee resulted in 
a negotiated contract that included an anti-discrimination clause. However, it was
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learnt that this was achieved in spite of the NAACP, who "had broken the agreement 
and failed to send its l e t t e r . T h e  action seemed particularly conservative and out 
of place, when the Urban League as a result of its action and subsequent conferences 
with the UAW, was able to negotiate an anti-discrimination clause into the new 
contract.
To summarise, with Reverend Hill’s defeat on December 1946 as the long-standing 
president of the Detroit branch, it was clear, that the church had became a feeble 
voice from what it had been in the movement during World War Two. More 
significantly, Detroit NAACP's relationship with Walter P. Reuther and the anti­
communist wing of the UAW affected the extent to which the NAACP was prepared 
to support efforts made by the Detroit Youth chapter and represent the interests of 
African-American workers, including women. Concerned about the relationship 
between the communist suspected Local 600 and the Detroit Youth chapter, the 
NAACP set up an investigative committee that removed from office, both the 
president and its recording secretary on dereliction of duty. Disturbed by the alliance 
between Reverend Hill and the left-wing faction in the UAW, the nominating 
committee arranged the branch elections so that the more suitable candidate. 
Reverend Bradby was elected. In bypassing Reverend Hill for president, the branch 
saw a loss of black working class influence and representation, the majority of whom 
had tied their fate to Hill. Concerned with offending its allies in the UAW, the 
NAACP failed to support the Urban League letter writing campaign in an effort to 
gain justice for African American women.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Detroit
Employment. See also "Press Release Region 1, UAW-CIO," June 9, 1947. (ALUA), 
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By the early 1950s, the Detroit branch was now a shadow of what it had been; 
having lost not only membership but also militancy. Growing from some 2,800 
members in 1938 to some 20,000 members in 1944 the Detroit chapter of the 
NAACP had become the largest branch in the national organisation. While some 
racist practices such as housing restrictions and employment discrimination and 
police brutality had called for mass demonstrations, picket lines and direct action 
during the War, in the late 1940s, under the shadow of anti-communism, the Detroit 
branch fashioned a gradualist and non-confrontational response to racial inequality. 
As a result, many of its grassroots members grew increasingly discontented with the 
moderation of its leadership and quit the organisation. Membership in the Detroit 
branch had dropped to a meagre six thousand by 1950, prompting discussion of the 
need to rehabilitate what had once been the Association’s largest unit.
The branch’s relationship with the African-American Left also indicated 
discontinuity. During World War Two there had emerged a growing relationship 
between the Detroit NAACP and the African-American Left. In the successful effort 
to keep the Sojourner Truth Housing Project open to blacks in 1942, the Detroit 
NAACP had for the first time worked closely with left-wing blacks who had helped 
the branch to organise demonstrations and mass protest. The NAACP benefited most 
from the relationship. As a result of Sojourner Truth, the tactics employed by the 
NAACP came to focus upon picket lines and demonstrations instead of the 
traditional legal advance through the courts. Nevertheless, in the late 1940s, 
concerned with accusations of communism, the Detroit NAACP sought to distance 
itself from the African-American Left by joining anti-communist organisations. 
When the African-American left campaigned for a FEP ordinance, the Detroit 
NAACP joined the Mayor's Interracial Committee and the UAW-CIO in their anti­
communist campaigns that characterised the left wing petition as irresponsible and 
communist-inspired.
In the early 1940s, the branch had been one of the most important working class 
chapters in the Association. Reflecting its membership, the Detroit branch spent a
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substantial amount of time addressing problems that most affected its working class 
membership, namely, discrimination in hiring practices, and promotion. In fact, its 
labour committee became the largest and most active group in the branch. However, 
in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the black working class saw its strength within the 
branch decline considerably. During the contest between those who backed the 
communists and those who supported the anti-communist factions within the UAW, 
the black working class lost. With the defeat of Hill as president of the Detroit 
NAACP, black workers lost their most outspoken champion of black workers rights. 
No longer representative of its larger black working class constituency, the Detroit 
branch did little about the frequent complaints of work place discrimination it 
received, particularly if they appeared critical of the UAW-CIO.
Conclusion
There is considerable evidence to propose that the NAACP led civil rights 
movements in Birmingham and Detroit and steered a similar course during the Cold 
War. For example, despite efforts to disaffiliate from left-wing organisations, both 
the Birmingham and Detroit NAACP were attacked as communist-front 
organisations. Yet, there is also substantial proof to insinuate that the civil rights 
movement in Birmingham was noticeably dissimilar from the one that developed in 
Detroit. To start with, it is noteworthy to observe that the make-up of anti­
communism in Birmingham was very diverse from the sense and form it assumed in 
Detroit. Southern anti-communism diverged from the form that it took in other 
regions of the nation. Sectionalism and racism blended with nationalism to bring 
about a point of view that paired ferment for racial change with treason. This meant 
that even though the NAACP in Birmingham initially upheld the Association's 
national policy of anti-communism, since ant-communism was often a small step 
from the ranting of racial segregationists, it found it difficult to continue its support 
for that national policy. Whereas in the South, people were seen as treacherous for 
wanting the right to vote or the equal protection of the law, those believed to be 
communist in Detroit were left-wing activists, writers, intellectuals, and labour
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leaders. Under such a state of affairs, the Detroit NAACP exhibited itself as an anti­
communist organisation but one that fought for African-American civil rights.
Moreover, while the Birmingham NAACP carried on operating tightly with the left- 
wing faction in organised labour and supported communist-front organisations, the 
Detroit NAACP joined known anti-communist in an all out effort to weed out left- 
wing activists from the civil rights movement. While the Birmingham NAACP 
stayed committed to its struggle for civil rights and competed more passionately than 
it had ever done before, the Detroit NAACP, restrained by anti-communism, 
appropriated a non-confrontational approach and turned towards legislative court 
battles. Finally, while the Birmingham branch went out of its way to support civil 
rights activism in the African-American community, the Detroit NAACP not only 
neglected to assist community activism but impaired much of it in its patent concern 
for its affinity with anti-communist organisations like the UAW. In brief, although 
generally unrecognised by scholars, the anti-communist climate actually had a 
paradoxical impact on the NAACP and the struggle for civil rights.
After almost a decade of anti-communism and violation of civil rights and civil 
liberties, the Supreme Court's monumental decision in Brown v. Board of Education 
(1954) presented new opportunities for and challenges to the quest for black 
equality. Though the ruling applied to the desegregation of public schools in the 
South, it also carried far-reaching implications for the North. The court removed the 
legal sanction that it had conferred on the doctrine of white supremacy in Plessv v. 
Ferguson nearly sixty years earlier. 'Separate but equal' no longer bore legitimacy, 
and African Americans in both Birmingham and Detroit could pursue their full rights 
of citizenship armed not only with morality but with the law. As several historians 
have noted, the Supreme Court decision had implications outside the realm of public 
school education. Consequently, as well as challenging racially segregated 
education, African Americans led by the NAACP in both communities, fought for 
open housing, equality in the work place and greater political influence. Yet racial 
justice did not arrive so simply. The United States Supreme Court left
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implementation of Brown in the hands of local authorities and instructed them to 
proceed with "all deliberate speed." Whatever the phrase signified it did not mean 
soon.
Birmingham city authorities embarked on massive resistance to preserve segregation 
in the schools and black subordination in political affairs. The state legislature 
passed interposition resolutions nullifying Brown and enacted pupil placement laws 
assigning students and teachers to racially segregated schools. White supremacists 
waged a fierce battle to destroy the NAACP; the group that had successfully litigated 
the Brown case. Charging the organisation with subverting the established system of 
segregation, authorities in Birmingham and Alabama tried to drive it from the 
region. In Detroit, the Board of Education denied the existence of racially 
segregated schools, and the Police Department sought to control and curb challenges 
to the racial status quo through aggressive policing in the black community. 
Although the issue of school desegregation became the storm centre of political 
controversy between black and whites in Birmingham and Detroit, political 
influence, along with equality in the workplace and open housing, continued to loom 
large as a source of contention between the two races. The way in which the NAACP 
in Birmingham and Detroit responded to the changed circumstances at the national 
and local levels, along with dynamics within the African-American community will 
be the subject of the next chapter.
265
Chapter Five: The Civil Rights Movement in the era of Brown v. Board of
Education
“The central question in the Brown case, was whether racial segregation in 
public schools deprived children of the minority groups of equal 
educational opportunities...We believe that it does...We conclude that in 
the field of public education, the doctrine of separate but equal has no 
place.”^
Constitutional lawyers and historians generally deem Brown v. Board of Education 
to be the most important United States Supreme Court decision of the twentieth 
century, and possibly of all time. Indeed, recent scholarship has assured us that 
Brown “inspired black protest by legitimising the civil rights cause. Others have 
drawn attention to the impact of Brown v. Board of Education, in the way it 
extended far beyond public schools, to other forms of state-sponsored segregation.^
 ^ C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York; Oxford 
University Press, 1974), pp. 145-6. The Supreme Court decision is examined most 
extensively in the following; Richard Kluger, Simple Justice: The Historv of Brown 
V. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality (New York: Kopf, 
1976); Daniel M. Berman, Is it Ordained: The Supreme Court Rules on School 
Segregation (New York: W. W. Norton, 1966). Raymond Wolters, The Burden of 
Brown: Thirty Five years of School Desegregation (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1984).
 ^Steven F. Lawson, Running For Freedom (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991), p.47. 
According to Steven F. Lawson, for the first time since the late nineteenth centuiy 
intergrationists could pursue their full rights of citizenship armed not only with 
morality but also with law. Bloom supports this contention, when he writes that 
blacks were vindicated in their struggle: the decision set the law clearly on the side 
of blacks. Jack M. Bloom, Class. Race and the Civil Rights Movement 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 131. Former 
NAACP National Executive Secretary, Roy Wilkins perhaps encapsulated this best 
when he wrote, “from the day the Supreme Court handed down Plessy v. Fergusson, 
fifty eight years ago, blacks could defend themselves with little more than moral 
certainty that segregation was wrong.” Roy Wilkins with Tom Mathews, Standing 
Fast (New York: Da Capo Press, 1994), p.214.
^Alan Draper, “Brown v. Board of Education and Organised Labour in the South,” 
Historian (Autumn 1994), Vol. 57, p. 17. See also R. L. Blumberg, Civil Rights: The 
1960s Freedom Struggle (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984), p.42. According to
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Still, others have stated that the most important effect of Brown was psychological, 
in that it motivated blacks who otherwise would have been less willing to protest.
Most recently, historian Martin Klarman has taken the significance of Brown further, 
by suggesting that it was important not because it led to federal support or because it 
desegregated schools, but rather because it indirectly prepared the way for what was 
to come in the 1960s.  ^ In the period immediately following the 1954 decision, the 
Supreme Court, Congress and the executive branch of government did little to actually 
implement the desegregation decision. Throughout the South itself, the pattern of 
response to Brown was consistent: race became the decisive focus of southern politics 
and extensive resistance its dominant theme.
these authors the impact of the Court’s decision was decisive because its 
implications went beyond school desegregation, to outlaw all forms of state 
sponsored segregation on beaches, parks, hospitals and buses.
Jack M. Bloom, Class. Race and the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 131. Denton L. Watson “Assessing 
the Role of the NAACP in the Civil Rights Movement,” The Historian (Spring
1993), Vol. 55, pp. 33-68. John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights 
in Mississippi (Chicago and Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), p. 40. These 
authors draw our attention to the fact that in some ways, the most important 
consequence of Brown was psychological. It motivated blacks and liberal whites, 
who otherwise might have been less willing to protest against second class 
citizenship. NAACP Lawyer Constance Baker Motely, recalled that the 
Association's executive secretary, Roy Wilkins had complained in the 1940s about 
no matter how hard he tried, he could not get blacks to join the struggle. But after 
1954 the speeches that Wilkins and other NAACP leaders had been making, began 
to make more sense to African-Americans. Referred to in Jack M. Bloom, D as^ 
Race and the Civil Rights Movement (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1987), p. 131.
^Michael Klarman, "How Brown Changed Race Relations: The Backlash Thesis," 
Journal of American Historv (June 1994), Vol. 81, No.l, p. 181. According to 
Klarman, Brown was indirectly responsible for racial change in the-mid 1960s in a 
way that scholars have not sufficiently appreciated. The contribution of Brown lay 
primarily in the affect it had on southern racism. By propelling southern politics 
toward racial fanaticism, Brovm set the stage for the violent suppression of civil 
rights demonstrations of the 1960s, which in turn aroused previously indifferent 
white demand for federal legislative intervention into Jim Crow.
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To what extent was there continuity and discontinuity in the civil rights movement in 
Birmingham and Detroit? By examining the relationship between civil rights 
activism in the early 1950s, with the form that civil rights activity assumed in the 
late 1950s, the benefit is twofold. On the one hand, it serves to clarify the 
relationship between the argument presented in the previous chapter with that 
presented in this chapter. On the other hand, it serves to draw attention to what was 
unique and new about the civil rights struggle during the post-Brown period and the 
degree to which civil rights activism after Brown continued along the same lines and 
can be traced back to the early 1950s. For example, in examining the tactics 
employed by the Detroit branch one can investigate the degree to which they can be 
traced back to an earlier period. In the same way one can examine the extent to 
which the civil rights agenda changed during the post-Brown period and remained 
the same. Similarly, it is useful to examine whether those who were at the forefront 
of the struggle for civil rights during the late 1950s also led the struggle in the late 
late 1940s and early 1950s.
The Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham
National Context
In Birmingham, the importance of the Brown decision was not lost on the black 
community. Arthur Shores, of the NAACP's legal committee, viewed the ruling as a 
"great boost to democracy". Others, like south east regional secretary. Ruby Hurley, 
declared desegregation in education was only the beginning in the long fight against 
Jim Crow. "If segregation is unconstitutional in education, then it is unconstitutional 
on trains and buses.S om ew hat less militantly, but nonetheless just as 
enthusiastically, Birmingham's major black newspaper the Birmingham World, 
greeted the decision with undisguised pleasure and an obvious intent to inspire its
^Robert Gaines Corley, "The Quest For Racial Harmony: Race Relations in 
Birmingham, Alabama 1947-1963,"(PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979), 
p.84.
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readers to continue the fight against segregation/ The Birmingham NAACP did just 
that. On August 19, 1955, the local branch petitioned the Board of Education to 
desegregate all city schools in accordance with the Brown ruling. The petition was, 
in fact, one of several submitted by the NAACP over the next few months, 
reminding the Birmingham Board of Education of the Supreme Court order that 
required "good faith compliance at the earliest possible date." In addition, the 
NAACP petitioners asked for concrete steps leading to the elimination of segregated 
public schools.^
Autherine Lucy and Polly Myers, graduates of Miles College in Birmingham, 
applied to the Dean of Admissions, at the University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, in 
September, 1952 stating their interest in attending the University and requested 
application forms. Within a few days, the girls returned their application forms and 
room deposits and soon received letters welcoming them to the University. When the 
University Board of Trustees, realised their mistake, they soon made it clear that, the 
women had, in fact, not qualified for admission. Arthur Shores, Birmingham 
NAACP-affiliated lawyer, filed suit in the federal court challenging the admissions 
policy. The suit was the first test of segregation laws in Birmingham since the 
Supreme Court's 1954 ruling. On June 29, 1955, the NAACP secured a court order 
restraining the University from rejecting Autherine Lucy. Three years after the initial 
efforts to enrol at the University of Alabama, Autherine Lucy was admitted as its
 ^Robert Gaines Corley, "The Quest For Racial Harmony," p.86-87. See also Edward 
Shannon Lamonte, "Politics and Welfare in Birmingham, Alabama 1900-1975," (PhD 
Dissertation, University of Chicago, 1976), p.243.
 ^"NAACP Petitions for Integration," Birmingham News September 24,1954, Alabama 
Deaprtment of Archives and History, Montgomery, Alabama, (hereafter cited as 
ADAH), Subject Clipping File, Box SG6986, Folder Segregation #1417. See also 
"Negroes Ask Segregation End," Alabama Journal September 24, 1954, (ADAH), 
Subject Clipping File, Box SG6986, Folder Segregation 1417; "NAACP Branch 
President To Be Briefed Of Desegregation," Birmingham World May 28, 1954; and 
Wilson Fallin "A Shelter in the Storm: African-American Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama, 1815-1963," (PhD Dissertation, University of Alabama, 1995), p.239.
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first black student. On July 1, the court ruling was expanded to all other African- 
American students seeking admission to the University.^
Yet racial justice in state-wide education did not arrive so simply; authorities in 
Alabama embarked on a massive resistance to preserve segregation in schools and 
universities. The state legislature passed interposition resolutions nullifying Brown 
and enacting pupil placement laws assigning students and teachers to segregated 
schools. Organisations like the White Citizen Councils rose to buttress the efforts 
of politicians to concoct 'legal' means to preserve the status quo, but frequently 
resorted to illegal and violent methods. Their resistance, through a series of decisions 
and events, which took place between January 31 and the final day of February 
1956, ultimately doomed the efforts of Autherine Lucy and the NAACP to integrate 
the University of Alabama. On February 3, 1956, twenty-six year old Lucy enrolled 
as a graduate student in Library Science. Under the leadership of the White Citizens 
Council, a large rally of ten to fifteen thousand people was held in Montgomery to
^"A Transcript of a Tape Recorded Interview with Mr. Emory Jackson by Stanley 
Smith," February 1968, Civil Riglits Documentation Project, Moorland Spingam 
Centre, Howard University, Washington D C. See also "Birmingham, Alabama A 
Show Down Decision," Undated, Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham Public 
Library, (Hereafter cited as BPL), Birmingham World Office File, Unprocessed 
Collection; "Attorney Shores To Opposes Delay of NAACP Action," Birmingham 
World July 17, 1953; "Attorneys To Oppose Dismissal of Suit," Birmingham World 
October 9, 1953; "Alabama U. Admission Case is Appealed By Attorney A. D. 
Shores," Birmingham World November 3, 1953; "Letter to Irene O' Edwards, Secretary 
of Tueskegee Branch NAACP ]from Emory O' Jackson," July 10, 1953, (BPL), 
Birmingham World Correspondence 1940's - 1950s, Box 1, Folder: 1102.1.5; "Text of 
Address By Attorney Thurgood Marshall Director Counsel of the NAACP Legal 
Defense and Educational Fund Inc Delivered at a Public Meeting of the National 
Newspapers Publishers' Association," January 23, 1954, (BPL), Birmingham World 
Office Files; and "Letter to Mr. Emory O. Jackson from Thurgood Marshall," 
December 4, 1953, (BPL), Birmingham World Correspondence 1940's - 1950s, Box 1, 
Folder 1102.1.5.
Edward R. Crowther, "Alabama's Fight to Maintain segregated schools, 1953- 
1955," Alabama Review July 1990. See also Earl and Merl Black, Politics and 
Societv in the South (Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 95. William Warren 
Rogers et al, Alabama: The Historv of a Deep South State (Tuscaloosa and London: 
University of Alabama Press, 1994).
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mobilise support to keep Lucy out of the University/‘ Mob violence in the 
Tuscaloosa area, disrupted the University and provided reason for its Board of 
Trustees to expel Lucy for "her own safety."NAACP lawyers filed a contempt of 
court suit against the University on the grounds that her expulsion violated the 
original integration decree, and accusing the administration of having conspired with 
the white mob in preventing her from attending classes. In response, trustees of the 
University recommended that Autherine Lucy be expelled permanently because she 
had slandered members of the Board with the conspiracy charge.
White supremacists also waged a fierce battle to destroy the NAACP, knowing that 
it had successfully litigated the Brown case. Sociologist Aldon Morris described 
what was happening in the South in the late 1950s as a war against the NAACP. 
Across the region, the NAACP was involved in twenty-five lawsuits that threatened
^^Numan V. Bartley, Rise of Massive Resistance Race and Politics in the South During 
the 1950s (Baton Rouge Louisiana State University Press 1969), p. 146.
E. Culpepper Clark, "The School House Door An Institutional Response to 
Desegregation," in Harry J. Knopke, Robert J. Norrell and Ronald W. Rogers (editors). 
Opening Doors. Perspectives On Race Relations in Contemporary America 
(Tuscaloosa and London University of Alabama Press 1991), p.52. See also Robert 
Gaines Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," (PhD Dissertation, University of 
Virginia 1979), p. 104. Jack Greenberg, Crusaders in the Courts: How a Dedicated 
Board of Lawvers Fought for the Civil Rights Revolution (New York: Basic Books 
1994), p. 215.
E. Culpepper Clark, The School House Door: Segregationists Last' Stand at the 
Universitv of Alabama (New York Oxford University Press 1993), p.97. See also Mark 
Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court 1956- 
1961 (New York: Oxford University Press 1994), p.240.
"Ala. Still Bars Coloured Co-ed" Detroit Times February 9, 1956. See also Tyra 
James Harris, "Alabama Reaction to the Brown Decision 1954-1956: A Case Study in 
Massive Resistance," (Ph.D Dissertation, Middle Tennessee State University 1978), 
p.273. Roy Wilkins with Tom Mathews, Standing Fast: The Autobiographv of Rov 
Wilkins (New York: Viking Press 1982), p. 230
Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities 
Organising for Change (New York: The Free Press, 1984), p.33, cited in Charles M. 
Payne, I've Got the Light of Freedom: The Organising Tradition and the Mississippi 
Freedom Struggle (Berkelev and London: University of California Press, 1995), 
p.43.
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the ability of the organisation to function. Several so-called legal ways by which 
authorities in the South attempted to cripple the organisation included legislative 
investigations, the enforced registration and submission of records, the publication of 
membership lists, and the barring of teachers and municipal employees from 
membership. The southern attack against the Association must be seen in the 
context of the violence, economic reprisals, and general repressive atmosphere plaguing 
the black community in this period. As soon as the 1954 decision was handed down, 
the white South organised to fight its implementation. Racist groups (White Citizens 
Councils, the American States Rights Association, the National Association for the 
Advancement of White People, the Ku Klux Klan and others) organised for the express 
purpose of preventing school desegregation.^^ It is only in this light that we can begin 
to understand what it meant for NAACP officials to be dragged before investigating 
committees, to be arrested and thrown in jail, and to have their homes bombed.
Two additional substantive points should be made regarding the attack. First, it 
occurred at a moment when the NAACP stood a good chance of attracting a large 
following. The winning of the 1954 decision was the kind of victory the organisation 
needed to rally the black masses behind its programme. By appealing to blacks' 
widespread desire to enrol their children in the better-equipped white schools, it 
reached into black homes and had meaning for people's personal lives. Thus the attack 
destroyed not only a great deal of what the NAACP was, but also what it might have 
become. A second consideration that needs to be kept in mind centres upon the fact
For details of the co-ordinated effort to put the NAACP out of business in the 
South see the following materials: Jack Greenberg, Crusaders in the Courts (New 
York: Basic Books, 1994), p. 215-217. Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: 
Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court 1956-1961 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), pp. 283-287. Steven F. Lawson, Running for Freedom: Civil
Rights and Black Belt (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991), p.48. Roy Wilkins with
Tom Mathews, Standing Fast: The Autobiographv of Rov Wilkins (New York: 
Viking Press, 1982), p.238. Walter F. Murphy, "The South Counterattacks: The 
Anti-NAACP Laws," in Paul Finkelman (editor). The Era of Integration and Civil 
Rights 1930-1970 (New York and London: Garland Press, 1992), p.371-389.
Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement p. 3 5 
Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement p.31 
Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement p.34.
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that in order to defend itself from attack, the NAACP had to divert precious resources 
away from the main battle against Jim Crow and disenfranchisement. According to 
historian Mark V. Tushnet, the attack on the NAACP was even more successful 
because the southern states kept it on the defensive for several years and "diverted a 
substantial part of the lawyers energy into defending the NAACP. The defence 
was, of course, an essential preliminary for the other lawsuits that the association 
lawyers wanted to bring, but in taking so much time and effort, the defence limited 
the opportunity to pursue more valuable litigation.
It is often said that Alabama's attack was the South's most successful. While 
Louisiana invoked a twenty-two year old Ku Klux Klan Act, never before applied 
against any group, to hamper NAACP operations in that state,^  ^ Texas brought an 
injunction suit in its own courts, claiming the NAACP was a foreign corporation 
engaging in illegal political activities.^  ^However, in its most sustained attack to date, 
on June 1, 1956, Alabama's attorney general, John Patterson, appeared before the 
State Judge Walter B. Jones, in Montgomery, to request an injunction that would put 
an end to NAACP activity.Patterson levelled three major charges against the
^^Mark V. Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme 
Court, 1936-1961 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press 1994), p.273. See 
also Steven F. Lawson, Running For Freedom, Civil Rights and Black Politics in 
America Since 1941 (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991), p.48-49.
^'Walter F. Murphy, "The South Counterattacks: The Anti-NAACP Laws," in Paul 
Finkelman (editor). The Era of Integration and Civil Rights 1930-1970 (New York 
and London: Garland Press, 1992), p.377.
^^"Texas v. NAACP, Along the NAACP Battlefront," Crisis November, 1956. p.552. 
See also "Texas v. NAACP," Race Relations Reporter 1068 (1956), cited in Walter F. 
Murphy, "The Southern Counter attacks: The Anti-NAACP Laws," in Paul Finkelman 
(editor). The Era of Integration and Civil Rights 1930-1970 (New York and London: 
Garland Press, 1992), p.371.
"The NAACP v. Alabama," Crisis. August - September, 1956 p.418-419; "Alabama 
Restraining Order," Crisis June-July, 1956; "NAACP v. Alabama" Crisis August- 
September, 1956; "NAACP Must Hand Over its Records" Montgomerv Advertiser July 
24, 1956, (ADAH), Subject Clipping Files, Box SG6974, File NAACP; "NAACP 
Faces Court Test on Ban" Montgomerv Advertiser August 13, 1956 (ADAH), Subject 
Clipping Files, Box SG6974, File NAACP; "State Planning Step to Collect Fire on
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NAACP. First, he maintained, that the organisation had financed, organised, and 
supported the illegal boycott against Montgomery buses in order to "integrate seating 
arrangements." Second, he claimed that the NAACP had "employed or otherwise 
authorised Lucy and Polly Myers Hudson to test the segregation policies of the 
University of Alabama." Third, he asserted that the NAACP was "a foreign 
corporation, organised in New York State, which had never filed with the Alabama 
Secretary of State a copy of its articles of incorporation nor designated an authorised 
agent within the state as required by law."^ "^  Without a hearing. Judge Jones issued a 
temporary restraining order on June 1, 1956, prohibiting the NAACP from 
conducting any business, from maintaining offices, organising chapters or soliciting 
members.^^
In response to the restraining order, the Alabama NAACP handed over the names of 
its state officers and employees and its financial records, but refused to divulge the 
names of its members on the grounds that this would subject them to reprisal.^^ As 
the Association's journal reported in its August-September issue: "To have given our 
membership list to Alabama authorities would have been to expose our loyal
NAACP," Alabama Journal August 1, 1956, (ADAH), Subject Clipping Files, Box 
SG6974, File NAACP; Langston Hughes, Fight for Freedom. The Storv of the NAACP 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company Inc 1962) p. 147; Tyra James Harris, 
"Alabama Reaction to the Brown Decision 1954-1956: A Case Study in Massive 
Resistance," (PhD Dissertation, Middle Tennessee State University, 1978), pp. 298- 
303.
Pamphlet prepared by the African Jewish Congress "Assault Upon Freedom of 
Association," Undated, (Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Birmingham 
Public Library, Birmingham, Alabama, hereafter cited as BPL), Birmingham World 
Office Files, Unprocessed. See also "Background information on the NAACP v. 
State of Alabama," Undated, (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed; 
and James Tyra Hqrris, "Alabama Reaction to the Brown Decision, 1954-1956: A 
Case Study in Early Massive Resistance," (PhD Dissertation, Middle Tennessee 
State University, 1978) p. 301.
"Editorial, The NAACP v. Alabama," Crisis. August-September, 1956, p.418-419; 
and "Alabama Restraining Order," Crisis June-July, 1956.
Larry Connor "NAACP Alabama Case, High Court Strikes a Blow for Freedom," 
July 14, 1958, (Schomberg Centre for Research in Black Culture, New York Public 
Library, hereafter cited as NYPL), Clipping File, 1925-1974, NAACP Branches, 
Microfiche SC003 2432.
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members to harassment, intimidation and possible physical violence. In 
consequence. Judge Jones found the NAACP guilty of contempt and fined it $10,000 
- later increasing it to $100,000 and refusing to lift the injunction.^^ This was the 
opening phase of litigation that kept the NAACP from operating legally in Alabama 
from 1956 to 1964.^  ^The Association was forced to suspend all activity in the state 
while the appeal was made to the Supreme Court of Alabama, and finally to the United 
States Supreme Court. The outlawing of the NAACP in Alabama was important 
symbolically because Birmingham was the site of the Association's south-eastern 
regional headquarters. NAACP activities in Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee were generated and co-ordinated from this 
office. Its closing produced reverberations throughout the South and weakened 
public faith in the NAACP. People elsewhere began to fear that "if they could close 
the NAACP in Alabama, they certainly were able to close it anywhere.
However, my own research has suggested that the legal attack against the NAACP in 
Alabama did not succeed in halting its activity in Birmingham. While no longer 
operating under the name of the former Birmingham branch, its members and 
leadership continued civil rights activity through two important avenues. First, 
NAACP attorneys continued to represent Birmingham residents against racial
"The NAACP v. Alabama," Crisis August-September, 1956.
"Court Declares NAACP Must Pay $100,000," Birmingham News December 6, 
1956, (Alabama State Department of Archives and Manuscripts, Montgomery, 
Alabama, hereafter cited as ADAH), Subject Clipping Files, Box SG6974, File 
NAACP. See also "NAACP Plans to File Higher Appeal on Fine," Montgomerv 
Advertiser July 24,1956, (ADAH), Subject Clipping Files, Box SG6974, File NAACP. 
"NAACP Fine Stirs Search for Property." Montgomerv Advertiser August 2, 1956, 
(ADAH), Subject Clipping Files, Box SG6974, File NAACP.
"Letter to Shad Polier from Robert L. Carter," January 3, 1962 (Manuscripts 
Division, Library of Congress, Washingtonn DC, hereafter cited as LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 3, Series B, Box 34, Folder: NAACP v. Alabama. See also "Background 
information on the NAACP v. the State of Alabama, History of Case," (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 3, Series B, Box 33, Folder: NAACP v. Alabama; and Steven F. 
Lawson, Running for Freedom. Civil Rights and Black Politics in America Since 1941 
(New York: McGraw Hill Inc 1991), p.48.
"NAACP V. Alabama," (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series B, Box 34, Folder: 
NAACP V. Alabama, November 1959 - June 1960.
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discrimination on an individual basis, and by providing their services collectively to 
the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Second, and perhaps most 
important, NAACP officers continued to support voter registration work through the 
Alabama State Co-ordinating Association for Registration and Voting. On April 9, 
1958, those representing the State of Alabama launched a new phase of their two- 
year-old offensive to permanently expel the organisation from the state.^  ^ In an 
amendment to the original complaint, the state alleged that the NAACP had wilfully 
violated the restraining order by continuing to carry on activities through the 
Alabama State Co-ordinating Association for Registration and Voting. A subpoena 
for Attorney Orzell Billingsley was sent out on December 11, 1961, demanding that 
he bring with him all papers, books, files, documents and correspondence, cancelled 
cheques, bank statements of the NAACP and the Alabama State Co-ordinating 
Association for Registration and Voting.^^
The issue of race and its impact on the economy had begun to increasingly concern the 
white business community in the late 1950s. The fact that "racism was costing 
Birmingham money" was something that white business leaders were only too aware 
of. That expanding industry was bypassing Birmingham in building new branch plants, 
sales offices and warehouses as a result of racial unrest was the conclusion drawn by
Aldon D.Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement p.32.
"Plaintiffs Memorandum" July 8, 1960, In the District Court of the United States 
for the Middle District of Alabama, Civil Action 1622, NAACP (Plaintiffs) v. 
Macdonald Gallion, Attorney General of Alabama, Mrs Betty Frink, Secretary of 
State, State of Alabama (Defendants), (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series B, 
Box 34, Folder NAACP v. Alabama, July 1960 - December 1961. See also 
"Memorandum for Respondents in Opposition" August 21, 1961, In the Supreme 
Court of the United States, October Term, Civil Action No. 303 NAACP 
(petitioner), v. McDonald Gallion, Attorney General of Alabama (Respondent), 
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series B, Box 35, Folder: NAACP v. Alabama, 
Petitioners (1961); "Amendment to Complaint" NAACP, a corporation v. State of 
Alabama, on the relation of Macdonald Gallion, Attorney General of the State of 
Alabama, In the Supreme Court of Alabama, Private Collection, Orzell Billingsely 
Papers, Folder: State of Alabama v. NAACP.
Subpoena for Orzell Billingsely, Attorney at Law," December 11, 1961, State of 
Alabama in the relation of McDonald Gallionm, Attorney General of the State of
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Birmingham's leading business executive. William P. Engell, former chairman of the 
Birmingham Chamber of Commerce was reported by the Birmingham Post Herald as 
saying: "Place yourself in the shoes of a man who wants to bring a plant to 
Birmingham, would you, under the circumstances, do it?" A typical example of how 
the city was losing investments involved a company that planned a new plant to make 
products out of steel, but when Freedom Riders were attacked in Birmingham, the 
company decided that the city was out of the question. The company eventually built its 
plant in Tennessee, although it had to ship its steel from Birmingham.Clearly, 
investments in the manufacturing sector were not favoured because of civil rights 
activities and the negative publicity that the city received. "In order to resolve the 
missed economic opportunities, Birmingham had to press public officials to apprehend 
and bring to trial those persons who were responsible for the racial violence.
Then in the spring of 1961, an event occurred which finally prompted business leaders 
to take the central role in politics again, guiding Birmingham towards racial harmony. 
On May 14, 1961, Freedom Riders sent out by the Congress of Racial Equality to 
desegregate interstate buses and terminals across the South, arrived in Birmingham as 
scheduled. At the bus terminal a large crowd of violent Klansmen attacked them. The 
police arrived some fifteen or twenty minutes latter, by which time the Klansmen had 
disappeared. According to Federal Bureau of Investigation Reports filed before and
Alabama, v. NAACP, Private Collection, Orzell Billingsley Papers, Folder: State of 
Alabama v. NAACP.
"The Price We Pay: Lets Be Human," by Harry Fleischman. National Labor Service, 
New York, March 1957, (Labour Archives, Pennsylvania State University), Records of 
the United Steelworkers of America (USWA), Record Group AlO, Civil Rights 
Department, Box 8, File 28 National Labor Service.
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racial unrest in the city, a top official of one of Birmingham's leading banks was 
unsuccessful in convincing a big Ohio company that it should locate a pilot plant in 
Alabama, that would have entailed investments of more than 40 million.
Bobby M. Wilson, "Structural Imperatives," p. 194.
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Department, Box 8, File 28 National Labor Service.
277
after the assaults, the absence of Birmingham policemen was deliberate/^ The beatings 
and the failure of the Police Department to protect the riders produced an outburst of 
indignation among Birmingham's business community. They were quick to recognise 
the harm that such disorder could do to the city's fragile economy if they should 
continue. Sidney Smyer, a president of the Chamber of Commerce in 1961, admitted: 
"these incidents have given us a black eye that we'll be a long time trying to forget.
As David Vann recalls: "the photograph of the beating at the bus station went around 
the world, on front pages in newspapers in Europe. Some of our businessmen who were 
members of the Rotary Club were in Tokyo at the International Rotary Convention. 
They saw this picture at the front page of the papers in Tokyo. This is terrible, we've 
got to do something about this."'^ ^
In an effort to forge a new approach to race relations and to prevent further violence, 
three civic and business groups, including the Chamber of Commerce, the Committee 
of 100, and the Birmingham Downtown Improvement Association resolved, in late 
May 1961, to form a joint biracial committee.^  ^ With this action and with the open 
admission that Birmingham's economic future was at stake, the business elite were 
clearly hoping to reopen lines of interracial communication and lead the city back to 
racial peace. They were also willing to make compromises, alliances and agreements 
on the desegregation of parks and other public recreational facilities. When Federal 
Judge H. Grooms ruled on October 24,1961 that these facilities had to be desegregated, 
the response from Bull Connor and other commissioners was that the parks should be 
closed instead. The opposition of community leaders to such a drastic step was 
immediate and firm. Some business leaders who had previously been silent, now spoke
Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," p.216. See also August Meier 
and Elliot Rudwick, CORE: A Studv in the Civil Rights Movement. 1942-1968 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975), p. 137-8.
Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial Harmony," in Elizabeth Jackoway and David 
Colburn (editors). Southern Businessmen and Desegregation (Baton Rouge and 
London: Louisiana State University Press, 1990), p. 181-2.
"Author's Interview with David Vann," Birmingham, Alabama, January 19, 1996. 
"^ ^Bobby M. Wilson, Race and Place in Birmingham: The Civil Rights and 
Neighborhood Movements (New York & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 
pp.90-91.
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boldly in favour of keeping the parks open, even if it meant desegregation. Under the 
threat of additional economic losses, the Wall Street Journal observed, Birmingham’s 
leadership had exhibited a "significant realignment of forces.
Beginning in 1955 through to 1959, former NAACP attorney, Orzell Billingsley, 
represented four black firemen in their grievance against the St. Louis San Francisco 
Railway Company and the white-only Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and 
Engine-men. In order to secure for its own members a more favourable advantage by 
making "more jobs available to white workers," the union, it was charged, had 
entered into an agreement with the St. Louis San Francisco Railroad Company which 
discriminated against the interests of black workers."^  ^ The agreement negotiated 
placed a fourth white fireman on passenger trains between Birmingham, Alabama 
and Amory, Mississippi and thereby undercut the mileage that the four black men 
could earn. Further still, asserting that it was impossible for black firemen to be 
represented fairly when they were denied membership of the union solely because of 
their race, Billingsley requested that his clients be admitted immediately as members 
to the union and that the word "white" as a qualification be eliminated from the 
union constitution."^^
Three months later, Billingsley wrote to A. Phillip Randolph asking whether or not 
there were any plans or procedures instituted by him in an effort to gain the
Wall Street Journal March 12, 1962 cited in Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial 
Harmony," p. 183.
"Complaint" Pleas Kelley, Louis Johnson, N. L. Bogan, Evan Saunders (Plaintiffs) 
V. St. Louis San Francisco Railway Company, local 604 of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen, United States Northern District, Southern 
division. Civil Action 8115, Private Collection, Orzell Billingsley Papers, Folder; 
Pleas Kelley v. St. Louis San Francisco Company.
"Firemen's Case to Open Today," Birmingham Post Herald March 3, 1958, Private 
Collection, Orzell Billingsley Papers,. Folder; Pleas Kelley V. St. Louis San 
Francisco Company.
"Letter to Melvin Ross, General Chairman, Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen 
and Enginmen from Attorney Orzell Billingsley," August 1, 1955, Private 
Collection, Orzell Billingsley Papers, Folder: Pleas, Louis, Johnson, Sanders v. St.
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admission of black firemen to the Brotherhood as members/^ Finding none, on 
November 28, 1956, the complaint filed was amended to include a charge against the 
union for not admitting black firemen. Observing that by constitutional provision 
and practice, the Brotherhood "restricts its membership to white locomotive firemen" 
the suit filed requested a judgement that the union was obliged to represent without 
discrimination all firemen."^  ^The legal suit was a partial victory, in that the firemen 
were given an opportunity to have their right to earn the minimum mileage for 
passenger service restored on June 20, 1957. Pleased with this. Attorney Billingsley 
also felt that they should be compensated for the loss they incurred in wages since 
April 1, 1955."^  ^However, the final judgement to the case found against the black 
firemen. Declaring that the agreement in question did not deprive plaintiffs of the 
right to take any other job on the Birmingham railroad sub-division, the court ruled 
that the plaintiffs were not entitled to any damages."^^
The significance of this little reported, but important struggle in Birmingham really 
rests upon what it has to say about the relationship between national and local
Louis San Francisco Railway Company, Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and 
Enginemen.
"Letter to A. Phillip Randolph from Orzell Billingsley," November 11, 1955, 
Private Collection, Orzell Billinglsey Papers, Folder; Pleas, Louis, Johnson, Sanders 
V. St. Louis San Francisco Railway Company, Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen 
and Enginemen.
"Amended Complaint" Pleas Kelley, Louis Johnson, N. L. Bogan, Evan Saunders 
(Plaintiffs) v. St. Louis San Francisco Railway Company, local 604 of the 
Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen, United States Northern 
District, Southern division. Civil Action 8115, Private Collection, Orzell Billinglsey 
Papers, Folder: Pleas Kelley v. St. Louis San Francisco Company.
"Letter to the Law offices of Jackson, Rives Pettus and Peterson from Orzell 
Billingsely," June 20, 1957, Private Collection, Orzell Billinglsey Papers, Folder: 
Pleas Kelley v. St. Louis San Francisco Company. San Francisco Company. See also 
"Firemen Sue RR Groups for Bias Against Negro Workers," Birmingham World 
September 13, 1955.
"Findings of Fact, Conclusions of Law, Judgement and Decree" Pleas Kelley. 
Louis Johnson, N. L. Bogan, Evan Saunders (Plaintiffs) v. St. Louis San Francisco 
Railway Company, local 604 of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and 
Enginemen, United States Northern District, Southern division. Civil Action 8115, 
Private Collection, Orzell Billinglsey Papers, Folder: Pleas Kelley v. St. Louis San 
Francisco Company.
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movements. It illustrates the extent to which the local movement in Birmingham was 
in this respect so much ahead of the national movement. It was not until the 1959 
annual AFL-CIO convention, that A. Phillip Randolph called for the expulsion of the 
Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and Engine Men unless they removed their race 
bars within six months.^^ Similarly, it was not until 1960, that national NAACP 
labour secretary, Herbert Hill drew attention to the agreements negotiated between 
white-only unions and management. In 1960, Hill noted in the Crisis magazine, that 
all too often organised labour behaved in a way that denied black workers this 
equality, by entering into collusive practices with management in codifying 
discriminatory practices into collective bargaining agreements.
In sum, after almost a decade of anti-communism and an atmosphere that 
discouraged dissent and protest, the Supreme Court’s decision in Brovm v. Board of 
Education presented new opportunities for and challenges to the quest for black 
equality. Yet racial justice did not arrive so simply; Birmingham embarked on 
massive resistance to preserve segregation in public education. Demonstrated most 
famously by the resistance that surrounded the application of Lucy Autherine to the 
University of Alabama in 1956, segregationists were successfully able to block 
efforts to desegregate. State authorities also waged a fierce battle to destroy the 
NAACP. Alabama's attack was by far the South's most successful, the NAACP was 
charged with illegal operation, was expelled and prevented from operating for 
another ten years.
Yet, while no longer operating under the name of the former NAACP, its members 
and leadership continued to operate through legislative activity in the courts and 
voter registration work out in the community. In addition to this, the Birmingham 
campaign against racial discrimination experienced by black engine men indicated 
the degree to which local developments proceeded national ones. It was not until 
1962 that national labour representatives took up the issue of racial inequality within
50 Paula Prefter, A Phillip Randolph. Pioneer of the Civil Rights Movement (Baton 
Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press, 1990), p. 211-212.
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organised labour, even though Birmingham's black lawyers had embarked upon its 
challenge as early as 1956. Finally, the Freedom Ride campaign directed by the 
Congress of Racial Equality in Birmingham prompted business leaders to take the 
central role in politics, and Birmingham was guided towards racial harmony.
Local Context
In Birmingham, voices of racial moderation in politics were stilled with the election of 
staunch segregationists like Bull Connor, and the defeat of moderates such as Governor 
Jim Folsom. Connor had been first been elected to the Birmingham City Commission 
in 1937 but after a series of hearings in 1952, the incumbent police commissioner 
was found to have been deficient in executive ability and consequently, had 
"destroyed his future as head of the Police Department. However, in the tide of 
racial polarisation that swept over the city in 1957 and proved receptive to a race- 
baiting campaign, Connor was able to resurrect his political career and regain his 
seat on the City Commission.In Alabama itself, the post-war racial moderation that 
had sustained moderates like Governor Jim Folsom also fell victim to the race issue. 
Folsom had won resounding victories in Alabama's Democratic gubernatorial primary 
in 1954 on a populist platform, which included the abolition of the poll tax. Though 
Folsom's position towards blacks was one of genuine fraternity, he had worked to the 
benefit of blacks by appointing officials who registered voters in a colour-blind fashion 
and supported efforts to equalise the salaries of white and black teachers. In 1957, 
however, Folsom’s racial liberalism put him badly out of touch with the times. When 
he refused to condemn the Brown decision and lambasted the Citizen’s Councils as 
"haters and b a ite rs ,A lab am a  voters overwhelmingly repudiated his racial 
progressivism by defeating him in his race for nomination in the Democratic Party.
Herbert Hill, "Pattern of Employment Discrimination," Crisis March 1962 p. 137.
William Nunnelly, Bull Connor (Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alabama 
Press, 1991), p. 43.
William Nunnelly, Bull Connor p.9.
"Moderate Folsom Beaten in Alabama Election" Detroit Free Press May 2, 1956; 
Michael J. Klarman "How Brown Changed Race Relations: The Backlash Thesis,"
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Together with the election of conservatives and the defeat of moderates, the black 
community in Birmingham in the late 1950s faced an organised campaign that aimed to 
diminish what political voice they had. The Jefferson County Board of Registrars were 
instructed to keep "Negro registration to the minimum. This not only included an 
effort to prevent new voters from registering, but also involved an active campaign to 
purge former registrants from the voting rolls. A legislative act in 1955 raised a new 
barrier to black registration by eliminating the nearly century-old practice of allowing 
voters to register in local precincts. African-Americans now had to go to the County 
Court house to re-register their right to vote. Theoretically designed to remove from the 
rolls the names of those who no longer qualified, such as voters who had died or moved 
away, in practice re-registration provided registrars with an opportunity to re-examine 
black voters. Veiy much along these lines, the NAACP acquired several complaints 
informing the branch, that formerly registered blacks had received letters nullifying 
them and that their names had been removed from the registration list.^^
The Supreme Court decision of 1954, along with efforts to desegregate Birmingham 
buses and the University of Alabama, brought chaos to the union ranks and made it 
practically impossible to organise blacks and whites together.D uring a United
Journal of American Historv (June 1994), Vol. 81, No. 1, p.99. See also Carl Grafton 
"James E. Folsom and Civil Liberties in Alabama," The Alabama Review (January 
1979), Vol. 32,No.l,pp3-27.
^^Incomplete returns from the Alabama Democratic primaiy election showed Folsom 
trailing State Representative Charles W. McKay an outspoken segregationist, by 3-1. 
"Folsom Defeated by Segregationist," Detroit Times May 2,1956.
"Registration and Voting Notes made by Attorney Orzell Billingseley," Private 
Collection, Orzell Billinglsey Papers, Folder: Voting and Registration Procedures.
"A Look at May 3 Primaries in Alabama," Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 
3, Series A, Box 270, Folder: Register and Vote States Alabama 1960-65.
"Letter to W. C. Patton from Orzell Billingsley," December 1958, Private 
Collection, Orzell Billingsley Papers, Folder: Alabama State Co-ordinating 
Association for Registration and Voting.
Indeed as Michael Honey has found in his study of Memphis Tennessee, the 1954 
Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation brought chaos to the ranks of 
organised labour because from 1955 onwards the issue of race made it practically
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Packinghouse Workers (UPWA) anti-discrimination conference in Alabama in 1954, 
the UPWA struggled to overcome resistance against anti-discrimination resolutions. 
Despite the efforts of Director Richard Durham and field representative, John Teller, 
members of Local 136 voted against the anti-discrimination resolutions, which had 
been passed in previous years. The election of an African American as chairman of the 
grievance committee in February 19,1954, led to further dissension within the ranks of 
local 136. As Dick Durham wrote, a large segment of the union membership had 
requested a new election of the Wilson Branch Committee.^® Faced with opposition 
from one of its largest unions, the union stood on the "brink of either winning a full 
scale fight for the equality of its members or carrying the main body of members into 
dissension."
Where Birmingham’s white workers stood on the race issue became very clear at the 
end of 1955. The AFL-CIO convention in December 1955 proclaimed that it was 
wholeheartedly supportive of the Supreme Court decisions regarding segregated 
education. It endorsed civil rights for African-Americans and promised to lend 
considerable financial and political support to the NAACP. At the same time, it pledged 
to oppose such organisations as the Ku Klux Klan and the White Citizen Councils.
impossible to organise whites and blacks together. Michael K. Honey, Southern 
Labor and Black Civil Rights: Organizing Memphis Workers (Urbana and Chicago 
University of Illinois Press, 1993), p.275. A similar discontent as a direct result of 
the race issue emerged within the rank and file of the labour movement in Alabama. 
Tyra James Harris, "Alabama Reaction to the Brown Decision 1954-1956: A Case 
Study in Massive Resistance," (PhD Dissertation, Middle Tennessee State University, 
1978), p. 153.
^  "Anti Discrimination Report by Ada Lee Howell Lewis," February 20, 1954 
(SHSW), Records of the United Packinghouse Workers of America, Box 350, Folder 
18. See also "Memo to A. T. Stephens and Dick Durham from Russell R Lasley," 
February 19,1954, (SHSW), Records of the United Packinghouse Workers of America, 
Box 350, Folder 18.
"Letter to Mr Jack Telfer fi"om Richard Durham," April 21, 1955, (SHSW), Records 
of the United Packinghouse Workers of America, Box 350, Folder 18.
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The AFL-CIO's pro-civil rights position created uproar in the ranks of labour unions in 
Birmingham. The coverage of the convention brought the national union headquarters a 
deluge of mail from angry southern members. Letters ranged from those who believed 
the AFL-CIO Executive Council did not understand the South, to those who were 
outraged by its support for the NAACP. In Fairfield more than one-half of the members 
of Local 1131, United Steelworkers, threatened to withdraw from the AFL-CIO unless 
assured that union fimds would not be used for further integration in the South.
In the spring of 1956, the director of the AFL-CIO Civil Rights Department received 
numerous reports that suggested "a substantial dissatisfaction among nearly all of the 
trade unions in Birmingham was being exploited to the fullest extent by the leaders of 
the White Citizen Council Movement." ^  The vast majority of those attracted to the 
Citizen Council Movement in Birmingham were members of labour unions, with 
workers in the industrial suburbs of Fairfield, Tarrant and Bessemer providing the 
greatest numbers.^^ Indeed, according to one Citizen Council estimate, three quarters of 
all council members in the Birmingham area held union cards and in one very active 
Council in the city's western section, the union proportion approached almost 90 
percent. By April, 1956, the Council had stirred a nascent revolt against local and
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1991), p.251; and Alan Draper Conflict 
of Interests (Ithaca, New York: ILR Press, 1994) p. 19-20.
"Organized Labor and the Citizens Councils of Alabama: Pro-Segregation Groups in 
the South: A Special Report from the Southern Regional Council," (BPL), Southern 
Regional Council Papers, Box/File 41.5.2.15. See also Bobby M. Wilson Race and 
Place in Birmingham pp.82-83.
^  "Memorandum to Secretary-Treasurer Schnitzler from Boris Shiskin" May 22, 1956, 
George Meany Archives, Spingfield, Maryland, Alabama State Federation of Labor 
(AFL) Papers, Record Group 8, Office of the President George Meany 1952-1960, 
Folder: 002 State Central Body Correspondence Alabama.
Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," p. 106.
^^An Jewish Labor Committee survey in 1957 found that white steelworkers in the 
Birmingham suburbs of Fairfield, Bessemer, and Tarrant City supplied the core 
strength of the Councils of that area. See "Organized Labor and the Citizens Councils 
of Alabama: Pro-Segregation Groups in the South, A Special Report from the Southern 
Regional Council," (BPL), Southern Regional Council Papers, Box/File: 41.5.2.15.
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national labour leaders, generating the prospect of forming a "lily white" southern 
Federation of Labour outside the AFL-CIO/^ An example of this development was the 
formation of the Southern Aircraft Federation among workers of the Hayes Aircraft 
Company plant in Birmingham/^ Pre-occupied with reconciling local unions, the 
Alabama AFL-CIO hesitated to antagonise white workers any further and remained 
largely silent. It failed both to protest against attempts to bar the NAACP from the state 
and denounce Jim Crow.^^
As Birmingham's most prominent example of biracial co-operation, it was not long 
before the Interracial Committee became the focus of attack for segregationists. The 
committee had been created as a division of the Jefferson County Council of Social 
Forces, which in turn was funded through the Community Chest and Red Cross. Like 
similar organisations in other communities, the Birmingham Chest and Red Cross 
were totally dependent on the private contributions made either by individuals, or by 
business, civic and labour groups. As a direct consequence of the segregationist 
attacks on the Interracial Committee, numerous contributions and pledges were
^^Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," p. 106.
The plant had over thirty two hundred workers and was organised by the United 
AutoWorkers (UAW). Friction with the international had resulted in so many 
resignations fi'om the local that only a bare majority of the plant's workers still paid 
their union dues. Elmer Brock, a Citizens Councils organiser aware of the local's 
vulnerability began a membership drive to enlist disgruntled workers into a competing 
union, Soutiiem Aircraft Workers, Inc. On May 27,1956, the secessionist group elected 
its officers and prepared to contest the UAW for bargaining rights at the plant. This 
union secured a charter of incorporation in the State of Alabama and was registered 
with the U.S. Department of Labour. For further details of thus see the following: 
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cancelled in 1956, especially those from labour unions. On April 2, 1956, the 
Community Chest and Red Cross Executive Committees met jointly to consider the 
future of the Interracial Committee and resolved to disband.^^ NAACP members of 
the Interracial Committee were not consulted but realised the implications. As the 
Alabama State Conference observed: "communication had broken down between the 
two major racial segments in Birmingham.”^^
The degree to which the demise of the Interracial Committee was a loss to race 
relations is very much open to historical debate. According to Robert Corley, the 
demise of the Interracial Committee was a "crippling blow for the racial moderates. 
Since 1951, the committee had been the city's primary forum for the discussion of 
grievances that affected the black community and the participation of many of 
Birmingham's most prominent white leaders had afforded the group both respectability 
and visibility. For example, the committee tackled the potentially sensitive issue of 
segregated elevators far more aggressively than the Birmingham NAACP. In fact, 
the situation had so irritated the NAACP's south east regional director. Ruby Hurley, 
that in 1953 she urged the Birmingham branch to take action. Although not required 
by law, the separate elevators had been maintained by custom for some time. But in 
this instance, the Interracial Committee moved faster than the NAACP. In May 
1954, the black executive secretary of the Interracial Committee, Paul Jones, had met 
with the Jefferson County Commission and successfully negotiated the removal of 
"white only" and "coloured only" signs on courthouse elevators.^"  ^ In 1955, the 
Interracial Committee continued this campaign and by December that year, the
Michael Klarman "How Brown Changed Race Relations: The Backlash Thesis,"
Journal of American Historv (June 1994) Vol. 81, No. 1, p. 98.
"Letter to Alabama State Conference of the NAACP Office from R. L. Mathews 
November 12,1955, (BPL), Birmingham World Office Files, Unprocessed Collection.
^^Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial Harmony," p. 179-80.
^^Robert Corley "In Search of Racial Harmony," p. 179-80.
"Memo to members of the Subcommittee on Transportation from L. N. Shannon" 
December 20, 1955, Jefferson County Co-ordinating Council Papers cited in Robert 
Corley, "The Quest for Racial Equality," p. 95.
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committee chairman reported that "with only one or two exceptions, all elevators 
were open to both races.
However, Robin Kelley has observed that by the time the Interracial Committee 
disbanded in 1956, it had accomplished very little, especially for African Americans. 
For example, immediately after its formation, the Interracial Committee became 
involved in a campaign to build a black hospital, through its chairman, Mervyne Sterne. 
Meeting with state health officials in early 1952, Sterne secured a pledge that the 
hospital would be first on the list for fimds to be allocated the following summer. The 
fimds were duly delivered and by the fall of 1952, the new hospital was under 
construction. Birmingham doctors, however, quickly realised that this single 66-bed 
hospital would be inadequate for black patients needing prolonged care, therefore they 
continued to push for admission to the county Medical Society so that they could 
practise in other area hospitals.^^ Yet despite the apparent ineffectiveness, those 
defending segregation viewed the committee as a radical threat to the racial status 
quo.^  ^The Alabama State Rights Association issued a statement on March 6, 1956, 
charging that the goals of the Interracial Committee were "identical with, or closely 
paralleled to the NAACP objectives.A m ong the examples it gave was the fact 
that Arthur Shores had served as NAACP attorney in the case against the University
Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial Harmony," p. 179.
This is a view taken by Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels (New York: Free Press,
1994) p. 82-83. Robert Corley himself admitted that although African-Americans 
had significant influence in their own community, the white members had greater 
access to the centres of power in Birmingham and thus easily control the priorities 
and activities of the Interracial Committee. Among the initial members of the 
Interracial Committee, the more socially prominent and economically influential, not 
surprisingly were the whites. For example fourteen of the 25 white members were 
business executives who headed up many of the city's leading firms, such as Arthur 
Weibel, president of TCI. Educators comprised the single largest professional group 
among the blacks with eight members, followed by ministers with five. 
Birmingham's civic leaders tended to view blacks patemalistically, as children 
needing guidance and if need be, direct orders. Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial 
Equality," p. 64.
Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Equality," p.67.
Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels p. 82-83.
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of Alabama and also as vice chairman of the Interracial Committee/® Attention was 
also drawn to the fact that the Interracial Committee had pressed for the removal of 
segregated elevators in downtown buildings.
Thus, as the Interracial Committee folded up in 1956, its accomplishments 
constituted a mixed record. In areas such as the extension of medical facilities, the 
community had shunned opportunities to make breakthroughs in Birmingham's race 
relations. In other areas, such as work on desegregating elevators and campaigning 
for the hiring of black police officers, the committee had taken positive steps to 
achieve its objectives and thus improve the quality of black life in the city. It is 
impossible to state with certainty, the extent to which Birmingham’s regression in race 
relations beginning in 1956 was due to the absence of the Interracial Committee; 
particularly in light of other events that were going on at the time, such as the efforts to 
desegregate the University of Alabama and the banning of the NAACP. One thing is 
certain, however, Birmingham entered the post-1954 era in race relations lacking 
channels of communication between blacks and whites.^  ^ More significantly, the next 
time white businessmen sat at the table with black community leaders, they would have 
to listen to the demands and priorities set by the latter.
However, there were other local developments that contributed to the struggle for 
African-American civil rights. As already mentioned, largely because of the efforts of 
the Alabama State Co-ordinating Association for Registration in Voting (ASCARV), 
the black community continued to play an important role in Birmingham politics. No 
doubt in reference to the work of the ASCARV, Bull Connor drew attention to the fact 
that Birmingham blacks had an organisation working full time "at the business of
79 American State Rights Association, "Memorandum to Members," March 1956, 
cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Equality," p. 108.
The Southerner March, 1956, pp. 3-4, cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest for 
Racial Equality," (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979), p. 108.
Edward Lamonte, Politics and Welfare in Birmingham 1900-1975 (Tuscaloosa and 
London: University of Alabama Press, 1995), p. 157.
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getting African Americans registered. Set up to develop voter registration campaigns 
throughout the state, the organisation, according to its president W. C. Patton, worked 
to inform the black community of the importance of the ballot. As part of this the 
organisation kept up the pressure on black people to register, providing them with 
information on voting times and even in some cases transport to the voting booths. 
With few racial moderates running for elections in the late 1950s, the organisation also 
served to inform the black community about the candidates they could depend upon for 
"things that were beneficial to Negroes. Indeed, Connor warned that as African- 
Americans voted in a block to support a single candidate, they did not need to get a 
majority for influence, but merely needed to have the balance of power. With the 
influence on the balance of power came the ability to defeat a given candidate at a 
given time.^  ^ Indeed, just before the May elections, the Alabama Co-ordinating 
Association for Voter Registration had held a meeting and decided on the "lesser of two 
e v i l s . I t  was made clear that to make any impact in the elections, African-Americans 
had to consolidate their votes and back one candidate.The "get out vote" campaign 
worked well, as all candidates supported by African Americans won. Alarmed at the 
turn of events, the Birmingham News investigated the voting boxes where African
"Connor Says Negro Votes are Piling Up," Birmingham News December 16, 1962, 
Private Collection, Orsell Billinglsey Papers, Folder: Voting and Registration.
"A Transcript of a Tape Recorded Interview with W. C. Patton by Stanley Smith" 
September 29, 1967, Civil Rights Documentation Project, Moorland-Spingam 
Centre, Howard University, Washington DC.
^  "Letter to Fellow Citizens from Orzell Billingsley and Reverend George A. 
Rudolph, Chairman. Church Committee," January 19, 1961, Private Collection, 
Orzell Billingsley Papers, Folder: Alabama State Co-ordinating Association for 
Registration and Voting.
Grover S. McLeod, Jefferson County Citizens Council, "A Study of Voter 
Registeration in Jefferson County," Undated, Private Collection, Orsell Billinsgly 
Papers, Folder: Bonner et al v. Billingsly et al.
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Americans had voted heavily and carried an editorial accusing African Americans of 
block voting.
In December 1962, Connor warned that, "if the white people don't wake up, the Negro 
bloc vote will outvote them in the next four years. In support of this, he drew 
attention to the fact that while there were thousands of whites in Birmingham and 
Jefferson County who would not take time to register, African Americans were 
registering "at the rate of four or five to one for every white."®® Although this did not 
hold true, there was a significant increase in the African-American vote and a 
sustainable political presence.®  ^ On November 8, 1962, Birmingham voted for the 
mayor-council form of government over the city commission alternative. When the 
votes were counted, the mayor-council form had beaten the commission form by nearly 
3000 votes. ®^ Of course, black voters and the activity of the ASCARV did not carry the
"Open letter to Civic Worker from F. L. Shuttleworth, A. D. Shores, Oscar Adams, 
Orzell Billinglsy, John Drew and L. S. Gailliard," March 8, 1963, Private Collction, 
Orsell Billinglsey Papers, Folder: Voting and Registeration.
®^ "Connor Says Negro Votes are Piling up," Birmingham News December 16, 1962, 
Private Collection, Orsell Billinglsey Papers, Birmingham, Alabama, Folder: Voting 
and Registeration.
®® "Connor Says Negro Votes are Piling up," Birmingham News December 16, 1962, 
Private Collection, Orsell Billinglsey Papers, Birmingham, Alabama, Folder: Voting 
and Registeration.
®^ Statistics compiled by the Jefferson County Citizens Council demonstrated that in 
1954, there were 91 voting districts in Jefferson County and that African-Americans 
outnumbered whites in only one district. By 1956 there were 99 districts. The African- 
American still controlled only the one district. Yet only 92.6 of the voters were white as 
compared with 7.3 black. The majority of the whites had now dropped to 12.6 to each 
black voter. There were more changes in 1958. Not only was there was an increase in 
the voting districts to 108, but there were now four districts controlled by African- 
Americans. Although whites still had 91% of the vote compared to the 9% held by 
blacks, during the period from1954-1958, whites in the county had lost 3.5% in voting 
power. As the Jefferson County Citizens Council reported all these statistics pointed to 
the fact, that the "Negro registration is on the increase, and that as it increases, so will 
its influence. Grover S. McLeod, Jefferson County Citizens Council, "A Study of Voter 
Registeration in Jefferson County," Undated, Private Collection, Orsell Billinsgly 
Papers, Birmingham, Alabama, Folder: Bonner et al v. Billingsly et al.
®^ Election figures taken from Birmingham Post Herald November 8, 1962 cited in 
Glenn Eskew But for Birmingham p. 188. See also Bobby M. Wilson Race and Place 
in Birmingham p.93.
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election itself, but what it did serve to do was split the white vote and mobilise the 
black community behind the campaign for a council form of government in 1962. In 
other words, despite the best efforts of the Jefferson County Board of Registrars to 
disenfranchise, the African-American community continued to play an important role 
in Birmingham politics.
There developed an unlikely partnership between the Alabama State Co-ordinating 
Association for Registration and Voting (ASCARV) and the white business 
community. Following the Freedom Riders incident, support for change in the system 
of government grew rapidly among the white business community who viewed it as a 
convenient way to remove the intransigent commissioners before the next election and 
replace them with more conciliatory government leaders. The drive to change the form 
of government was spearheaded by the Young Men's Business Club, which backed two 
of its members, David Vann and Erskine Smith, in organising a grass roots movement 
called Birmingham Citizens for Progress.®  ^Vann admitted that this group was such that 
you "couldn't get them all together in the same room," but he believed their voting 
power might be effectively focused on a single target.®"^  The basic strategy was to focus 
on changing the form of city government. This objective which on the face of it had no 
connection with racial policies, could be used to express dissatisfaction with the 
existing system. African Americans could vent their anger against the established order, 
as could businessmen who wanted a more progressive and vigorous administration to 
revitalise the city.
®^ Further still, the dispute over open parks drove a deep wedge between the city 
commission and Birmingham business elite. When the City commission decided to 
shut down the parks instead of integrating them, business leaders spoke out in favour 
of keeping the parks open, even if it meant desegregation. Robert Corley, "In Search 
of Racial Harmony," p. 181. According to historian David Chappell, Inside Agitators: 
White Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement (Baltimore and London: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1994), p. 148, in the late 1950s, the civil rights movement 
discovered that white southern moderates were vital to the way every battle turned 
out.
®"^ Harry Holloway, The Politics of the Southern Negro From Exclusion to Big City 
organization (New York: Random House, 1969), p. 159.
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While new organisations like the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights 
played an important role in drawing attention to segregated transport, it was the 
ASCARV which worked behind the scenes to mobilise the black community towards 
political alliance. Unfortunately, historian Glen Eskew underestimates the significance 
of the ASCARV, dismissing it as reflecting the conservatism and bureaucratic 
tendencies of the traditional "Negro' leadership class that addressed the issue of voter 
qualification and participation in the political system. Through its voter education 
programme, the organisation, Eskew argues, sponsored speakers at meetings designed 
to inculcate values of good citizenship within the black community. The organisation 
appealed to an elite group of black citizens and never took root among the African- 
American masses. Consequently, Eskew concludes that although the organisation 
attracted white opposition, it achieved little.®^  However, renewed analysis of the 
ASCARV suggests alternative conclusions. The ASCARV was for a long time the only 
state-wide political organisation representing the interests of African Americans. 
According to ACMHR member. Reverend Abraham Woods, under the circumstances 
the ASCRAV was a significant organisation, "We needed somebody or some group to 
examine the issues, investigate the candidates and give us some advice."®^
In short, in Birmingham, as in the rest of the South, voices of racial moderation were 
stilled as local politics were polarised along racial lines. The late 1950s saw the 
election to office of segregationists like Eugene Bull Connor and the defeat of 
moderates likes Jim Folsom. As Birmingham's most prominent example of biracial 
co-operation, it was not long before the Interracial Committee became the focus of 
attack for segregationists. Whether Birmingham's Interracial Committee had fairly 
represented the interests of African Americans or not, it is clear that by the late 
1950s it was seen as a threat to the racial status quo and disbanded. The Supreme 
Court decision of Brown v. Board of Education also brought chaos to union ranks.
®^ Glenn Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and Naional Movements in the 
Civil Rights Struggle (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 
1987), p.77-78.
®® "Author's Interview with Reverend Abraham Woods," Birmingham, Alabama, 
February 8, 1996.
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making it practically impossible to organise black and white workers together. 
Indeed, by the spring of 1956, it was clear that the leaders of the White Citizen 
Council movement were exploiting substantial dissatisfaction among all trade unions 
in the Birmingham area to the fullest extent. However, it is important also to 
remember that there were some local developments that worked in favour of the 
movements. Despite the best efforts of the Jefferson County Board of Registrars to 
disenfranchise, and largely as a result of the ongoing efforts of the Birmingham 
NAACP operating under the title of the ASCARV, African Americans continued to 
retain a political voice and presence. The campaign to disenfranchise African 
Americans in the late 1950s not only failed, but Birmingham blacks successfully 
turned out to play an important role in the vote for a mayoral-council form of 
government in November, 1962.
Dynamics within the African-American community
Doug McAdam has written that following the southern attack on the NAACP, "the 
preachers moved into a vanguard of black protest in the South. Indeed, a month 
after the NAACP had been outlawed in Alabama, Fred L. Shuttleworth and ten other 
ministers met on June 4, 1956 to organise the Alabama Christian Movement for 
Human Rights (ACMHR).^^ In some respects, the formation of the organisation 
marked a clear departure from traditional black protest in Birmingham. Spurred on 
by its leader, Fred Shuttleworth, the ACMHR also relied on a new strategy that 
combined direct action and legal redress. The group would break segregation laws 
and then challenge them through the courts. Shuttleworth led the group in flouting 
Jim Crow legislation, sometimes acting alone, going to jail and then filing court 
action. This approach represented a radical departure from prior civil rights activity
Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgencv 1930- 
1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 134.
Jacquelyn Clarke, These Rights Thev Seek: A Comparison of the Goals and 
Techniques of local Civil Rights Organisations (Washington DC: Public Affairs 
Press, 1962). p.32. See also Glenn Bskew, But For Birmingham p. 125; Wilson Fallin 
"A Shelter in the Storm: African-American Church in Birmingham, Alabama, 1815- 
1963" (PhD Dissertation, University of Alabama, 1995), p. 245.
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in Birmingham in which the NAACP had petitioned the city or gone to court.^  ^The 
religious nature of the movement further set the ACMHR apart from the NAACP 
and signified a new type of leadership and followers. Ninety-eight percent were 
church members, with 87.3 percent of that figure being Baptist. Indeed, the religious 
conviction that God would enable them to defeat segregation and gain first-class 
citizenship differentiated ACMHR members from the rest of Birmingham's black 
community.
Nevertheless, there were also important lines of continuity. For example, there 
appeared to have existed direct relationship between members of the Executive 
Board of the ACMHR and former members of the Birmingham NAACP. Shortly 
after moving to Birmingham, Shuttleworth himself had joined the NAACP because 
he saw it as the only organisation in the city that was attempting to challenge 
segregation and racial injustice in any significant way. Next to Shuttleworth, the key 
person in the ACMHR was the Reverend Edward Gardner. Gardner had joined the 
Birmingham NAACP in early 1954 because, again, it was the only organisation that 
was seeking to challenge Jim Crow In 1956, he joined the ACMHR and became the 
first vice president. Reverend Abraham Woods was another key member of the inner 
circle of the ACMHR. He had begun to attend meetings of the NAACP after 
realising the need for aggressive action to overcome segregation and discrimination 
against African Americans. Furthermore, although most of the leadership felt that 
non-violent action was an essential technique, a greater emphasis was placed on a 
judicial approach. Jacquelyne Clarke has written of the tactics employed by the 
ACMHR, "the principal concentration has been on legal measures rather than on
"The Original Declaration of Principles, The Alabama Christian Movement for 
Human Rights," June 5, 1956, (SHSW), Southern Courier, Montgomery, Alabama, 
Microfilm Reel 2, Folder 40; Wilson Fallin, A Shelter in the Storm: African- 
American Church in Birmingham. Alabama, 1815-1963 (New York and London: 
Garland Press, 1997), p. 156; See also Glenn Eskew, But For Birmingham p. 121.
Wilson Fallin, "A Shelter in the Storm: African-American Church in 
Birmingham, Alabama, 1815-1963" (PhD Dissertation, University of Alabama,
1995), p. 245.
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non-violent techniques."T he major techniques employed were the filing of legal 
suits that attacked segregation in public terminals, on public buses, and in public 
schools; a strategy that had been pursued and perfected by the Birmingham NAACP 
for many years.
Despite the fervour of the new organisation, it faced considerable opposition among 
the African-American community, particularly from the church leadership. Right 
from the beginning, some members of the Baptist Ministers Conference had voiced 
their opposition to its formation, drawing attention to the fact that Birmingham was 
already "too over-organised. Others, like Reverend J. L. Ware, President of the 
Birmingham Baptist Ministers Conference, had been the spokesperson for the black 
church in the city for many years. According to Wilson Fallin, Ware felt that 
Shuttleworth was attempting to "usurp his role," and spoke openly against the 
methods of the ACMHR. In fact. Ware and other church leaders formed the 
Jefferson County Betterment Association to "counter the ACMHR. However, it 
could also be argued that the organisation managed to alienate some of the church 
leadership because Shuttleworth considered himself the leader of the movement and 
did not respond well to criticism or outside advice. As Jacquelyn Clark wrote: "a 
number of people, even in Alabama, were unaware of its chartered title, but referred
Jacquelyn Clarke, These Rights Thev Seek: A Comparison of the Goals and 
Techniques of local Civil Rights Organisations ^Washington DC: Public Affairs 
Press, 1962) p.34.
Reverend G. W McMurray cited in Birmingham World, June 5, 1956, by Glenn 
Eskew, But For Birmingham p. 126.
Wilson Fallin, A Shelter in the Storm: African-American Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama 1815-1963 ( New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1997), p. 146.
Glenn Eskew, But For Birmingham (Chapel Hill and London: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1997), p. 127.
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to this group as "Shuttleworth's organisations" or "Shuttleworth's g r o u p . H i s  
activism, according to one minister, was strictly a "one man show."^^^
Nonetheless, the ACMHR was an important civil rights organisation that stepped 
into the breach left by the NAACP. Although causes that the ACMHR 
championed were numerous - the hiring of African-American police officers, 
integration of public parks and school integration - the organisation made bus 
integration one of its prime (objectives from the beginning. On December 26, Fred 
Shuttleworth led some 200-willing participants to ride the buses in a desegregated 
fashion all across the city. Although scenes of violence were absent, the protest was 
a success, there was no violence, only 21 were arrested and the stage was set for a 
legal challenge of bus segregation. Two weeks after the protest ride, former 
NAACP attorney, Arthur Shores, filed suit in federal district court on behalf of the 
ACMHR protestors who had been arrested. His petition requested a constitutional 
judgement on the Birmingham bus segregation ordinance and an injunction against 
its further enforcement. Unfortunately for Shores and the ACMHR, the issues in
Jacquelyn Clarke, These Rights Thev Seek: A Comparison of the Goals and 
Techniques of local Civil Rights Organisations (Washington DC: Public Affairs 
Press, 1962) p.34. See also Enrique Rigsby, "A Rhetorical Clash with the 
Established Order: An Analysis of Protest Strategies and Perceptions of Media 
Responses, Birmingham 1963" (PhD Dissertation, University of Oregon, 1990) p. 8.
Shuttleworth's personality and tactics were assessed critically in 1958 by 
Reverend Glenn Smiley, who worked with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a New 
York based civil rights group that occasionally advised ACMHR. In a confidential 
report made public, Smiley described the ACMHR leader as "undemocratic" and 
"willing to do anything to keep the spotlight on himself." Cited in Robert Corley, 
"The Quest for Racial Harmony," p. 130. Andrew M. Manis A Fire You Can't Put 
Out: The Civil Rights Life of Birmingham's Fred Shuttleworth (Tuscaloosa and 
London: University of Alabama Press, 1999) p. 187.
Andrew M. Manis, A Fire You Can't Put Out pp. 1-9.
Andrew M. Manis A Fire You Can't Put Out p. 188. See also Lewis W. Jones, 
"Fred L. Shuttleworth: Indigenous Leader" in David Garrow (editor) Birmingham, 
Alabama. 1956-1963 and the Struggle for Civil Rights (Brooklyn, New York: 
Carlson, 1989) p. 136; Glenn Eskew But for Birmingham pp. 129-146.
"Memorandum Brief, Laws and Status of Alabama Pertaining to Segregation of 
the Races on Interstate Transportation." Private Collection, Orzell Billingsley 
Papers; "Brief and Argument for Appellant, Fred L. Shuttleworth (Appellant) v. City 
of Birmingham, Appellee, in the Supreme Court of Alabama, Sixth Division, Private
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the case became somewhat muddled. The City Commission undermined the legal 
basis for the suit when it repealed the segregation ordinance and replaced it with one 
that authorised the bus company to set its own seating rules, whereby a failure to 
obey a bus driver’s request regarding seating would constitute a breach of the peace 
and cause for arrest and imprisonment.
On October 20, 1958, a year after the initial boycott, Shuttleworth assembled a group 
of about 13 blacks downtown, gave them explicit instructions on non-violence and 
sent them off to "ride integrated." The thirteen protestors were arrested for breach of 
peace, although they had only been sitting quietly at the front of the bus.^ ^^
Momentarily, the bus protest and the resulting arrests unified the black community 
behind Shuttleworth's leadership. Even a group of black ministers from the city's 
larger churches who previously had criticised the ACMHR leader's tactics and 
publicity seeking, met with him and tentatively agreed to a boycott of the buses 
unless the seating rules were changed. In addition, the Birmingham World 
editorialised that the arrests smacked of African apartheid, and that the old bus 
seating arrangement was outdated and should be discarded. However, this new 
black unity soon dissipated under the combined pressure that was generated by 
heavy police surveillance of all bus routes in black areas, by the lack of bond money, 
and by declining support on the part of ministers who had initially pledged to 
support a boycott. The ACMHR was, moreover, hampered considerably by its 
failure to draw support from the city's wealthy blacks.
Collection, Orzell Billingsely Papers.
Glenn Eskew But for Birmingham, p. 142-3.
* ^  * Andrew M. Manis A Fire You Can't Put Out pp. 189-191 and Glenn Eskew But 
for Birmingham, p. 143.
Birmingham World, October 5,1958 and Birmingham World November 5, 1958, 
both cited in Robert Corley, "Quest for Racial Harmony," (PhD Dissertation, 
University of Virginia, 1979) p.l45.
*^ "^An account of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights by Reverend 
Fred Shuttleworth" cited in Jacquelyn Clark, "Goals and Techniques of Three Negro 
Civil Rights Organisations in Alabama," (PhD Dissertation, Ohio State University, 
1960), p. 142.
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While some schoolteachers contributed financially, most, along with doctors and 
dentists, declined to join the ACMHR. One major reason for the disagreement 
between the organisation and this section of the black community according to 
Wilson Fallin, concerned tactics. The ACMHR took an activist strategy objected 
to by the black middle class, which preferred negotiation compromise and litigation 
through the courts rather than direct confrontations. Another reason, in the words of 
Fred L. Shuttleworth, was the "lawyer situation. The lawyers had initially taken 
some cases for the ACMHR, but by 1959, following a number of appeal setbacks, 
Shuttleworth was unable to obtain a lawyer for a suit against park segregation. 
Relations with lawyers were so strained, in fact, that he denounced them for viewing 
civil rights litigation only "as a chance to make big money. In particular, the actions 
of Birmingham's black lawyers led Shuttleworth to question which side they were 
on.^ ^^  Over a period of four years, the ACMHR had paid out more than $60,000 in 
bonds, court appearances and fees. As he explained in a brief history of the ACMHR: 
"This lawyer situation is a regretful one, particularly in view of the fact that this 
struggle is so sacred and so encompassing...These lawyers need to get into the fight 
and realise they are in the fight."^
Although most middle-class blacks in Birmingham did not actively support the 
efforts of the ACMHR, many prominent members of the black elite continued to 
provide an important service to the local civil rights struggle. Emory Jackson was a 
prime example of middle class activism. Throughout the period between 1956 and 
1960, when bombings and violence against those challenging the racial status quo 
were frequent occurrences in Birmingham, the Birmingham World stood alone in
 ^ Wilson Fallin, A Shelter in the Storm African-American Church in Birmingham. 
Alabama. 1815-1963 (New York and London: Garland Publishing Inc, 1997), p. 155 
See also Bobby M. Wilson, Race and Place in Birmingham p.58.
Glenn Eskew But For Birmingham, p. 147
Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," p. 128.
Glenn Eskew But For Birmingham p. 147.
Lewis W. Jones, "Fred L. Shuttleworth: Indigenous Leader" in David J. Garrow 
(editor) Birmingham Alabama. 1956-1963 and the Black Struggle for Civil Rights 
(Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing 1989), p. 146.
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drawing attention to Klan activity.’*^ Neither the Birmingham News nor the 
Birmingham Post Herald viewed Klan activity as the sole cause of Birmingham's 
violence. Since both papers were key elements in the consensus for segregation, they 
were quick to criticise the confrontation tactics of Shuttleworth and the ACMHR, 
and to lay nearly equal blame for the resulting violence on the shoulders of these 
black extremists.
In the editorial on the violence at Phillips High School, for example, the Post Herald 
charged that Shuttleworth and the other blacks who came to the school "knew they 
were inviting trouble," although the paper regretted that they found it.^ °^ In a similar 
tone, the News rapped the minister for his "deplorable move" in trying to enrol his 
children at the school, and opined that it was "most unwise to take this action.
The implication of both these editorials was clear; had there been no black effort to 
force desegregation on an unwilling white majority, there would have been no 
violence. Like the News and the Post Herald, the World found itself disturbed by 
Birmingham’s growing racial turmoil. However, in marked contrast to the white 
newspapers, it did not find black activists responsible. Rather, the World viewed the 
solution to racial violence as primarily the responsibility of the white power 
structure, which it constantly faulted for not mounting a more vigorous crusade 
against the discord. When Shuttleworth was assaulted and beaten at Phillips, the 
World observed that violence in Birmingham was "one-sided and wholly
Birmingham News April 18, 1956. The Birmingham World, in its editorial of 
August 16, 1958 reported that some black residents of one bomb-prone 
neighbourhood had resorted to protecting their homes and churches with volunteer 
guards because they did not feel they had received sufficient protection from the 
police. See also Birmingham World. November 6, 1957 and Bobby M, Wilson, Race 
and Place in Birmingham, p.58.
Birmingham Post Herald September 10, 1957 cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest 
for Racial Harmony," p. 171.
Birmingham News September 10, 1957 cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest for 
Racial Harmony" (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979), p. 171.
Birmingham Post Herald and Birmingham News September 10, 1957 cited in 
Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony" p. 171.
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irresponsible," and that just to say it is "regrettable is not e n o u g h . W h a t  was 
required, advocated the black newspaper, was an "affirmative and assertive anti­
violence campaign.Therefore ,  while members of the black middle class, 
particularly lawyers, could have done more to assist the movement, other 
professionals like Emory Jackson, clearly played an important role in the black 
community by making sure the civil rights story was reported.
Alongside the African-American church and the black press, one cannot discuss the 
civil rights movement in Birmingham during this period without examining the 
participation by African-American women. Women were indispensable to the 
ACMHR as they had been in the Birmingham NAACP. As in the NAACP they 
made up the majority of ACMHR members, that is 61.9 percent in 1959. As 
Lewis Bains observed, the typical member was a middle aged married woman, who 
was a long time resident of Alabama. She had had a high school education and was a 
member of the Baptist church. Although men made the major decisions 
concerning the organisation, women were often the chief fundraisers. They almost 
exclusively directed the candy and bake sales and organised social evenings and 
dinners. They also made up most of the choir and ushers. Key women included 
Lucinda Robey, previously an NAACP youth officer, who continued her work with 
the black youth. Women serving on the advisory and executive boards included
Birmingham World November 1, 1956, cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest for 
Racial Harmony," p. 173.
Birmingham World November 2, 1957, cited in Robert Corley, "The Quest for 
Racial Harmony," p. 174.
^^^Women had been important to the Birmingham NAACP, something that should 
have been explored to a greater extent in the previous chapters. Some women 
continued to associate with the NAACP even after it was banned in Birmingham. As 
Angela Davis recalls of her mother, "She had remained associated with the 
Birmingham NAACP, even after it was banned by authorities in the mid 
1950s. "Angela Davis cited in Paula Giddings, When and Where I enter The Impact 
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Georgia Price, Lola Hendericks, Altha Shuttleworth, Josephine Jones, Relia 
Williams and Dester Brooks/
Although women were active in both the ACMHR and the NAACP, it can be 
argued that they largely played a peripheral role in these organisations. Far more 
significant was their activism inside the Alabama State Co-ordinating Association 
for Registration and Voting, where black women undertook a pioneering role in 
voter registration activity. Black women community leaders were more trusted than 
men, at least in part, because of the perception that women could not easily 
capitalise on their activities. Women in the local communities were often 
responsible for securing facilities in which civil rights workers could hold meetings 
or present their ideas on voter registration. One such activist, Louphena Thomas, 
recalled doing the day-to-day organising and footwork that was required to mobilise 
the local community: "Sometimes contact would be just a friend in one county" who 
knew "somebody in another county." Adding: "then you go and talk to them and 
you go from house to house, and you knock on people's doors and you talk to them 
black folks."""
Indeed, my own research finding on the activism of Birmingham’s black women is 
supported by other scholarship on African-American women and the civil rights 
movement in the South. As John Dittmer has observed, in the Mississippi Delta 
women entered the movement in large numbers, participating in all phases of
Jacquelyne Clarke, These Rights Thev Seek: A Comparison of the Goals and 
Techniques of Local Civil Rights Organisations (Washington DC: Public Affairs, 
1962), p.37. See also Robert Corley, "The Quest for Racial Harmony," p. 131.
Belinda Robnett, "African-American Women in Southern Based Civil Rights 
Movement Organizations, 1954-1965: Gender, Grass Roots Leadership and Resource," 
(PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1991),
"Letter to Orzell Billingsley from Mrs. Louphena Thomas, Director of the Jefferson 
Voter Registration Program, 1962," Private Collection, Orzell Billingelsy Papers, 
Birmingham, Alabama, Folder: Alabama State Co-ordinating Committee. See also 
Belinda Robnett, "African-American Women in Southern Based Civil Rights 
Movement Organizations, 1954-1965: Gender, Grass Roots Leadership and Resource," 
(PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1991), p.35-36.
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activity. They constituted a majority at the mass meetings, did voter registration 
work and led marches to the court house. Similarly, in his study of the movement 
in Greenwood, Charles Payne wrote that women canvassed more than men, showed 
up more frequently at mass meetings and demonstrations and more frequently 
attempted to register to vote.^^  ^Across communities in the South, women organised 
themselves along political lines, campaigning for the right for all to vote and register, 
participating in mass meetings and leading demonstrations.
While there is virtually no disagreement among historians as to the presence of 
women, there is no consensus at all about what helps to explain it. Various 
explanations have been provided to explain why women participated more than men 
did. One idea mentioned by some scholars is that women were less exposed to 
reprisals than men were. The argument goes that southern whites were less afraid of 
black women and thus less likely to initiate either physical violence or economic 
reprisals against them. Even when economic reprisals were used, the wife's salary 
was likely to be less important to the family than the husband's. If anyone were to be 
fired, better it were the women. In short, it was safer and more cost-effective for 
women to participate than men. However, reprisals against women in the South were 
constant and visible. Their gender did not protect these women from harassment.
In 1955, NAACP representative. Ruby Hurley, went from plantation to plantation, 
asking questions about the death of Emmett Till. A few months after the Emmett
John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana 
and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), p. 127.
Charles Payne, I've Got the Light of Freedom (Berkeley and London: University 
of California Press, 1995), pp. 263 - 283.
Jo Ann Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Bovcott and the Women who started it 
Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1987), p. 22-52. See also Charles Payne, 
I've Got the Light of Freedom (Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 
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Movement," in in Jacqueline Rouse, Barbara Woods, Vicki Crawford (editors). 
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University Press, 1993), p. 184. Belinda Robnett, "African-American Women in 
Southern Based Civil Rights Movement Organisations, pp. 35-46
303
Till investigation. Hurley stood next to Autherine Lucy as thousands of white racists 
tried to prevent that young woman from entering the University of Alabama. When 
Hurley went back to her office in Birmingham, she was subjected to continual 
threats and harassment, from which she expected no protection. Moreover, it is 
misleading to think of reprisals as being directed against merely the individual who 
was involved. Anyone who joined the movement placed his or her family at risk. 
When one person got evicted, the entire family was evicted. The Citizens Council in 
particular made it a point to put pressure on the entire family. If anyone in a family 
was known to be part of the movement, every person in that family was likely to 
have trouble finding work or obtaining financial credit.
Another line of explanation for the over participation of women suggests that given 
the fact that the movement in this period grew out of the church, and given the fact 
that women participate in church more than men do, women were therefore naturally 
more drawn to the movement. In his study of the movement in Greenwood, Payne 
found that the strong religious beliefs of many black women gave them both the 
courage to participate and the conviction that the movement would succeed. 
Moreover, devotion to their churches was easily transferable to the movement, even 
when their ministers declined to participate. While this conclusion could also be 
applied to Birmingham, one could argue that a more pressing explanation can also be 
found in the very nature of racial discrimination suffered by women. What linked 
women and politics together in Birmingham, it could be argued, was the very nature
Martha Pescod Norman, "Shining in the Dark: Black Women and the Struggle for 
the Vote, 1955-1965," in Ann D. Gordon, (editor), African-American and the Vote, 
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Darlene Clark Hines, Black Women in America (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University, 1993), p. 597-598.
Charles Payne, "Men Led, But Women organised," in Jacueline Rouse, Barbara 
Woods, Vicki Crawford (editors). Women in the Civil Rights Movement: 
Trailblazers and Torchbearers. 1941-1965 (Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana 
University Press, 1990), p.4
Charles Payne, "Men Led, But Women organised: Movement Participation of 
Women in the Mississippi Delta," cited in John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle 
for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urban and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
1994), p. 127.
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of discrimination that women suffered. Women were subjected to racial 
discrimination, but also discrimination against their gender. More often than not, 
women were denied the right to vote because they gave birth to children outside 
wedlock.
Of the 44 black applicants who sought to register on September 17, 1962, 20 were 
asked questions concerning their marriage, or divorce, or date of birth of the first child. 
Of the 20 who attempted to register on September 18, some 18 were asked such 
questions. Of the 51 who went to register on September 23, at least 27 were asked such 
questions. A Nellie Robinson received a letter on April 6, 1962 informing her that she 
did not qualify to vote because she had not obtained a divorce before re-marriage. In 
another case, Robert Cunningham had attempted to register on August 2,1961, but was 
denied because her "first child was got out of wedlock." Tommie Mae Mitchell who 
applied to register on April 6, 1960, was informed that she did not qualify because the 
"board took a dim view of children bom out of wedlock." Edith Ervin was told that 
"you was not supposed to have anything to do with your husband before you many" 
and would never be qualified to vote in Alabama. It was not until a court judgement on 
the Alfred Bonner v. George Bellvsnvder case, that Birmingham blacks were provided 
with some relief. In this mling the Board of Registrars was asked to discontinue the 
practice of disqualifying people because of children bom to them before marriage, or 
within seven or eight months after marriage.
Hence, it was largely as a result of the specific nature of racial discrimination in voter 
registration that women, more than men, formed a significant component of the civil 
rights movement in Birmingham. A similar relationship between the nature of racism 
and the gender of activists would emerge in Detroit where police bmtality, directed 
largely against African-American men, mobilised the city's black businessmen's club to 
campaign against the issue.
"Letter to Mrs Louphena Thomas, Director of the Jefferson County Voter 
Registration Campai^ from Attomey Orzell Billingsely," January 23, 1963, Private 
Collection, Orzell Billingsely Papers, Birmingham, Alabama, Folder; Bonner et al v. 
Billingsley et al.
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Like students throughout the South, students at Miles College in early 1962 
threatened to organise a boycott of downtown stores unless merchants hired black 
clerks and desegregated their lunch counters, drinking fountains, and rest rooms/ 
Discussions continued throughout February, 1962, but by the end of the month no 
settlement had been reached on the desegregation of the stores. The students had 
grown frustrated and negotiations collapsed when the merchants refused to 
desegregate store facilities, citing a possible backlash. On March 6, 1962, Frank 
Dukes gave the white merchants a final chance to grant the students' demands. He 
sent them letters requesting the desegregation of the stores and the hiring of black 
sales clerks. The merchants refused to concede. The students distributed leaflets 
encouraging blacks to support the boycott by "spending money wisely." Some 
students patrolled the downtown-shopping district in order to catch blacks violating 
the boycott and convince them to return their purchases.
White merchants and other business leaders met with the students on several 
occasions between December, 1961 and March, 1962, but their compromise 
proposals were consistently rejected by the students as inadequate. Thus, in mid- 
March the boycott began. Initially, "this selective buying campaign" was extremely 
effective, cutting off 90 to 95 percent of the merchants’ black trade and generating 
great concern among business leaders. Despite their concern, the merchants still 
refused to grant any concessions, and during the summer the boycott faltered. 
Nevertheless, the lesson had not been lost on the storeowners. They saw how badly 
their business could be hurt by the loss of black buyers and they knew that the 
downtown economy could not sustain many more such boycotts.
Robert Corley, "In Search of Racial Harmony," p. 185. See also Wilson Fallin, 
The African-American Church in Birmingham p. 159.
Glenn Eskew, "The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights," in David 
Garrow (editor), Birmingham. Alabama 1956-1963: The Black Struggle for Civil 
Rights (Brooklvn New York, Carlson Publishing 1989), p.68.
Glenn Eskew, "The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights," p.69.
Glenn Eskew, "The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights," p.69. 
Robert Corley "In Search of Racial Harmony," p. 185.
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Two significant points should be noted about the student activism in Birmingham. 
First, despite the apparent departure from past protest, there were important lines of 
continuity between generations. For example, students continued to focus on voter 
registration. Under the leadership of Frank Dukes, a thirty-one-year old combat 
veteran of Korea and president of the student government association at Miles 
College, the students had conducted a voter registration drive in Birmingham. A 
handful of young demonstrators assembled in Kelly Ingram Park on March 1, 1960, 
to begin the "Prayer Vigil for Freedom." The students from Miles and Daniel Payne 
Colleges carried signs that read: "The Law of God will be fulfilled," and distributed 
leaflets that explained, "We will remain in this public place night and day, regardless 
of weather, as many weeks as our prayers are needed.
Second, despite attempts by the Congress of Racial Equality and Student Non­
violent Co-ordinating Committee to affiliate with the Miles activists, the students 
remained independent of all national organisations. On December 29, 1961, 700 
students adopted a manifesto entitled "This we believe." In addition to an end to 
segregation, the statement demanded equal rights for blacks in such areas as voting, 
housing and employment. To implement the statement, students organised 
themselves into the Anti-Injustice Committee in January, 1962. Therefore, while 
fairly small in comparison to the national student movement, the student movement 
in Birmingham exhibited both lines of continuity and discontinuity. It was a 
departure from traditional black protest, in that it employed tactics of direct action. 
On the other hand, it was very much in line with traditional black protest, in that it 
continued to see voter registration as an important vehicle for racial change.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Birmingham
"Vigil for Freedom" leaflet, (BPLDAM), Southern Regional Council Papers, File: 
41.1.1.19
Glenn Eskew, "The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights," p.65.
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The 1954 Supreme Court decision solidified southern resistance to racial change. 
The stress placed upon southern racial norms; first by World War Two and then by 
President Truman's civil rights proposals, unquestionably had stiffened the 
opposition to racial change. However, that backlash pales into insignificance, both in 
profundity and magnitude when measured up to what happened after Brown. The 
1954 Supreme Court decision crystallised southern resistance to racial change, 
which, from at least the time of Harry Truman's civil rights proposals in 1948, had 
been scattered and episodic. Unlike the early 1950s, virtually no southern politician 
could endure this political environment without bracing the massive resistance line. 
Birmingham's interracial committee organised by a group of moderate businessmen 
in the spring of 1951 in order to foster improvement in the living conditions of the 
city's blacks, dissolved in April, 1956 after a potent campaign against it.
Brown also lifted race over class for the comparatively less affluent whites who were 
the backbone of the populist coalition in the 1940s. Like the rebuttal to President 
Truman's civil rights proposals in 1948 when white workers manifested support for 
the States Rights Party, the response to Brown took on more significance as the same 
white workers rushed to join the Ku Klux Klan in ever-greater numbers. But what 
was so distinct about the late 1950s was the new coalition between the African- 
American community and the white economic elite. As race began to preponderate 
over class, traditional alliances gave way to associations between blacks and upper 
class whites whose commitment to segregation was tempered by a concern for 
economic growth, as indicated by their response to the Freedom Ride episode.
That the civil rights leadership which emerged in the late 1950s, marked a departure 
from traditional black protest in Birmingham, is questionable. Admittedly, this 
period in civil rights history saw the formation of organisations other than the 
NAACP, including the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights in 
Birmingham. Far from contesting the leadership of the NAACP, this organisation 
shared mutual membership and resources. In addition to this, its civil rights activity 
simply continued what Birmingham blacks had started informally during World War
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Two. When Reverend Shuttleworth led some 200 willing participants to ride the 
buses in a desegregated fashion across the city, he was, in fact, continuing a struggle 
against segregated buses that could be traced back to World War Two. While one 
must not overstate the extent to which every black serviceman and woman was 
involved in resistance on buses, it is clear that they had begun a struggle against 
public transport that was picked up later in the 1950s by the ACMHR.
Although the state attack against the NAACP in Alabama triumphed in officially 
closing the NAACP down in Birmingham and indicated discontinuity, it did not 
succeed in blocking NAACP activity that pointed to important lines of continuity in 
black protest. The former Birmingham branch continued to operate in two important 
ways. First, NAACP attorneys persevered in their representation of Birmingham 
blacks against racial discrimination on an individual basis. Second and most 
important, former NAACP officers continued their work in voter registration by 
forming a new organisation, the Alabama State Co-ordinating Association for 
Registration and Voting. The extent to which national context, local developments 
and dynamics within the African-American community worked both in favour and 
against the civil rights movement in Detroit will be examined next.
The Civil Rights Movement in Detroit
National Context
The extent to which the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education 
actually applied to segregated education in the North was very much open to question. 
Detroit schools were as segregated along racial lines, as were those in Birmingham. At 
the beginning of the 1960s, some 75 percent of Detroit's public schools were all white 
and eight percent were all black. All white areas of the city were staffed 
predominantly by white teachers while most of the black teachers in the city were
"Education Report, Summary A Cursory Study of Social Welfare Problems and 
Resources in the West Eight Mile Wyoming Area," March 31, 1959, (LOC), NUL 
Papers 1910-1960, Series 13, Box 10, Folder.Detroit, 1959-1960.
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concentrated in largely black school areas/"*^  The court's decision was based primarily 
on the premise that the maintenance of racially segregated schools was unconstitutional 
because such schools denied African-American children equal opportunities in 
education. The court never made it clear whether its definition of "racial segregation" 
referred to de-facto segregation often of a covert nature, as well as segregation that was 
the result of deliberate classification.*'*^
The Detroit school administration insisted that segregated student bodies resulted 
directly from 'natural' segregated housing patterns and that black teachers taught in 
black schools because the schools were in neighbourhoods where the teachers lived and 
"preferred" to teach. Moreover, schools that had student populations that were more 
than 98 percent African-American became segregated not because of a deliberate 
policy on the part of the Board of Education, but because the schools were located in 
traditional black residential areas. In other words, one of the "natural" and 
"inevitable" results of housing segregation was the segregation of schools. However, 
the NAACP thought the Supreme Court decision was as important to Detroit as it was
Central High School, for example, had a black attendance of 99.7 percent, North­
western Eastern and Northern High Schools had concentrations close to 99 per cent, 
while on the other hand, Cooley, Osbum, Ford, Denby, Finney, Cody and Redford 
Hill schools all had white populations of 90 percent. Detroit Board of Education, 
"Racial Distribution of Children and Instructional Personnel, Detroit Public 
Schools," November 1964, cited in Research Department of the Detroit Urban 
League, A Profile of the Detroit Negro 1959-1967 (Detroit: Detroit Urban League, 
1967, revised edition), p.8. Located at the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 
Pamphlets P. 574. D4.D59. 1967, pp. 7-8.
Further discussion of this can be found in Robert L. Herbst, "The Legal Struggle 
to Integrate Schools in the North," The Annals of the American Academv (May, 
1977), Vol. 407 pp.43-62. See also John Kaplan, "Segregation, Litigation and the 
Schools: The General Northern Problem," in Mark Whitman (editor). Removing a 
Badge of Slavery: The Record of Brown v. Board of Education (Princeton and New 
York: Marcus Publishers, 1993), pp 318-321.
"Is School Zoning Pattern Biased," Michigan Chronicle April 23, 1955. Michigan 
Historical Collections, Bentley Library, Ann Arbour, Michigan, (Hereafter cited as 
MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 42, Folder: 10 Detroit Public Schools 
1952-1956.
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to any part of the South.*^” Addressing the closing mass meeting of the Michigan State 
Conference of the NAACP in 1954, the national labour secretary, Herbert Hill, made it 
clear that many northern states including Michigan would be affected by the decision 
outlawing racial segregation in public schools.*^ * At its annual convention two years 
later, in 1956, the NAACP resolved that the organisation could not wait for residential 
segregation to be eradicated before something was done about segregation in northern 
public schools.
However, in the mid-1950s it became increasingly clear through a series of 
investigative reports conducted by the Michigan Chronicle that the Detroit school 
administration was pursuing a deliberate policy of racial discrimination that resulted in 
the segregation of black and white student bodies and staff. As African Americans 
moved out westward, school authorities were reported to have re-drawn the city's nine 
administrative districts so as to maintain all white schools. School districts were zoned 
in such a discriminatory fashion that it allowed the school board to send the majority of 
white children to one school and the majority of black children to another school. In 
racial "change over" neighbourhoods and fringe areas, the Chronicle reported that black 
students were "shuttled to schools in other areas where school membership is 
predominantly Negro. For instance, some 250 black children were transported each
It is interesting to note that the most important school demonstrations occurred 
outside the South, for example in New York City, where activists began an attack on 
de factor segregation, which prefigured the militant northern school boycotts of the 
1960s. For more information on thus see August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, "Origins 
of Non-violent Direct Action, African-American Protest: A Note on Historical 
Discontinuities," in David Garrow (editor), Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights 
Movement in the 1950s and 1960s (Brooklvn. New York: Carlson Publishing, 1989), 
p. 376.
"Memorandum to Henry Lee Moon from Herbert Hill," May 27, 1954, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 525, Folder: Speaker Herbert Hill, Branches
1954.
"North Violates Negro School Improvements," Detroit Free Press August 21, 
1954; "School Segregation," Detroit Free Press Janaury 5, 1955; Maxine Bonner 
Patterson, "The Influence of the NAACP on Federal Educational Policy from 1955- 
1965," (Ed.D. Dissertation, Memphis State University, 1984), p. 316.
"How Bias Rules Detroit - Chronicle Bares Five Areas of Racial Bias," Michigan 
Chronicle Michigan Historical Collections, Bentley Library, Ann Arbour, Michigan
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day from the eight-mile section of the Royal Oak Township to a school on the other 
side of the city, going past four nearer high schools in the process. 154
The Michigan Chronicle was joined by the NAACP, which alleged that the Detroit 
Board of Education had "stubbornly adhered to a policy of racial segregation in the 
assignment and placement of teachers. African-American teachers, the local branch
reported, were victims of an unofficial, but operative colour ban known as the "50 
percent rule," whereby black teachers were not assigned to certain school districts or 
schools until these districts and schools had an African-American enrolment of at least 
50 percent. No African-American teacher was placed in a school where the school 
body was all white. As Richard Marks, a member of the Detroit Commission on 
Community Relations recalled: "If there were a whole lot of black kids in the school he 
would put a few black teachers in the school, if there were just a few black kids, a black 
teacher would never show up."*^ '* Led by its chairman Mrs. Mabel Thomell, the
(MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 42, Folder: 10 Detroit Public Schools 
1952-1956. See also Heather Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labour, Race and 
Liberalism in the Auto Plants and the Motor City, 1940-1980," (PhD Dissertation, 
Princeton University, 1995), p.61.
"How Bias Rules Detroit - Chronicle Bares Five Areas of Racial Bias," Michigan 
Chronicle Michigan Historical Collections, Bentley Library, Ann Arbour, Michigan 
(MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 42, Folder: 10 Detroit Public Schools 
1952-1956.
"Job Equality Law Pushed by the NAACP," Detroit News May 24, 1954. See also 
"Letter to Gloster Current from Blanche Rhinehart," July 27, 1955, (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 90, Folder: Detroit, Michigan; and "Memo to all 
International Union Officers, Executive Board Members, Department Heads Local 
Union Presidents, Chairman and Members of Fair Practices Committee in Region 1 
and Region lA, UAW-CIO, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Detroit, 
Michigan, (hereafter cited as ALUA), Records of the UAW Fair Practices 
Department: Roy Reuther Papers, Box 20, Folder: FEPC, William Oliver.
"Dondineau Admits Control Placement in School System," Michigan Chronicle 
April 16, 1955 (MHCBL) Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 42, Folder 10: Detroit 
Public Schools, 1952-1956. See also "Responses on Racial Patterns in the Detroit 
School System," (MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 41, Folder 2: 
Citizens Advisory Commission on School Civil Rights Hearing, 1957-1960; and 
"Case Studies, Refusal To Hire, Claim No. 448, Four Years on the Job: Michigan 
Fair Employment Practices Commission," January 23, 1960, (LOC), National Urban 
League Papers, Series 3, Box 18, Folder: Michigan.
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Education Committee of the Detroit branch met with the Superintendent of Schools, 
Arthur Dondinuae on several occasions, to report racial discrimination and urge the 
Board to assign teachers without regard to any racial consideration. However, protests 
were to no avail.
While fewer whites surveyed in the 1950s actually advocated segregated schools than 
segregated housing, a considerable section of the white community voiced some 
support to maintaining what were essentially segregated schools. On July 21, 1955, 
members of the black neighbourhood group, the Atkinson Improvement Association, 
appeared before the Board of Education to protest against certain boundary changes 
that were arbitrarily designed to "control the racial proportions" of two intermediate 
schools. When they had purchased homes in the neighbourhood some six or seven 
years previously, former owners had informed them that their children attended the 
predominantly white Durfee School. With the growing movement of black families into 
the area, and under pressure from white parents, the Board of Education had changed 
the northern boundary of the district so as to prevent the black students from attending 
Durfee School. When black parents requested that the excluded blocks in the district be 
restored to the original boundary plan, they were informed that "school districts were 
inviolate to change and that such a move would establish a precedent."*^* School
"Education and the Colour Line," Detroit Branch, 1952 Annual Report, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 269, Folder: Annual Branch Activities 
Reports, Michigan. See also "Orzue Bellie Mays, Complainant v. Detroit Board of 
Education, Respondent, State of Michigan, State Fair Employment Practices 
Commission," (Michigan State Archives, Lansing), Record Group 66-82A, Box 3, 
Folder 4: General Administration, Records of FEPC 1955-1963.
8 percent of whites advocated segregated schools as compared to 56 percent of 
whites surveyed who indicated a strong preference for segregated housing. Figures 
cited in Heather Ann Thompson, "Politics of Labour, Race and Liberalism in the 
Auto Plants and the Motor City, 1940-1980," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton 
University, 1995), p.61.
"Durfee Question Key to District Controversies," Michigan Chronicle June 25, 
1955 (MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 42, Folder 10: Detroit Public 
Schools 1952-1956.
"Durfee Question Key to District Controversies," Michigan Chronicle June 25, 
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boundaries therefore defined racial boundaries in Detroit and surely pointed to the 
relevance of the Supreme Court decision regarding segregated education outside the 
South.
As mentioned in the discussion on the national context in Birmingham, the NAACP 
was attacked throughout the South and the national association increasingly found 
itself diverting resources to defend its right to exist in the South. The southern attack 
on the NAACP also had implications for the relationship between the national office 
and the Detroit NAACP, not least because the NAACP under attack in the South, 
increasingly began to rely on its larger units in the North. During 1955-1956, more 
than 60 percent of NAACP branches were located in the South. As a result of the 
southern attack against the organisation, by 1957 the South accounted for only 52 
percent of the branches, and by 1958 the percentage had dropped to 50 percent. The 
same pattern was evident with regard to the NAACP's membership. In 1955 southern 
states numbered 45 percent of the Association's total membership. However, by 1957 
membership in the South dropped to 28 percent of the total. Fortunately for the 
NAACP, the losses in the South were offset by gains made in the North. "The extra 
efforts of NAACP units outside of the South," as Gloster Current, NAACP Director of 
Branches reported, "offset the loss in those states." Northern branches in at least twelve 
cities had enrolled more than 5,000 members each in 1956.
Leading the list was Detroit with 18,204 and at the end of 1957 Detroit remained in first 
place as the largest unit in the Association with a total of 19,291 members. As an
From 1955 through 1957 the NAACP lost a total of 228 branches in the South. 
By 1958 these losses had increased to 246 branches. "NAACP Annual Report, 1955 
and 1957," cited in Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: 
Free Press, 1984), p.33.
"NAACP Annual Report, 1957," cited in Aldon Morris, Origins of the Civil 
Rights Movement (New York: Free Press, 1984), p.33.
"Summary Report of the Director of Branches for Presentation at the Annual 
Meeting," January 6, 1958 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 39, 
Folder: Gloster Current Reports 1956-1964.
"Local NAACP Branch Again Cited as Top Producer in Nation," Michigan 
Chronicle July 7, 1956. For 1956 Statistics see "Executive Secretary's Report, Detroit
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indication of its importance to the national office, the Detroit branch was given an 
opportunity to host the 48* Annual Convention. The NAACP Convention, which had 
not met in Detroit since 1943, attracted more than 25,000 participants. Further still, 
because of the violence, economic warfare, disenfranchisement and attempts to destroy 
the NAACP in the South, many viewed the convention as the most crucial in the entire 
history of the Association. The Detroit NAACP had certainly undergone a 
remarkable transformation. To some degree, the success of the Detroit branch appeared 
be a direct result of its role in the 1954 school segregation decision of the United 
States Supreme Court. Following the favourable ruling in Brown v. Board of 
Education, the Detroit NAACP quickly became a symbol of black protest. Impressed 
by the victory, those who had doubted its efficacy rushed to join up as members and 
support its activities. This process was accelerated by the attack launched against the 
organisation by whites in the South. By accusing it of radical and subversive 
tendencies, by elevating it to the position of the principal threat to white supremacy, 
the South immeasurably increased the standing of the NAACP among African
Branch, Board of Directors Meeting," September 10, 1956; and "2 Weeks Remain in 
NAACP Drive," Detroit Tribune May 5 1956. Statistics for 1957 are located in 
"Summary Report of the Director of Branches or Presentation at the Annual Meeting," 
January 6, 1958 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 239 Folder: Gloster 
Current Reports 1956-1964. See also Detroit NAACP, News Release "Detroit 
Campaign Enlists 12,000 NAACP Members in First Phase," May 2, 1957 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 64, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1957, Jan-July.
"Open letter from Dr. J. J. McClendon," June 3, 1957, Archives of Labour and 
Urban Affairs (ALUA), Jewish Labor Committee (Michigan Region) Papers, Box 9, 
Folder: NAACP Detroit 1951-1960. See also "Open letter to Friends from Dr. J. J 
McClendon," Chairman Convention Planning Committee June 3, 1957, (ALUA), 
Records of the Detroit Commission on Community Relations (DCCR), Part 3, Box 26, 
Folder 6: NAACP 1956-1962. NAACP News Release "NAACP to Meet In Detroit In 
1957," July 5, 1956 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series A, Box 1 Folder: 1956, 
Detroit Michigan, Facilities. See also NAACP News Release, "Three Buildings to 
house NAACP Annual Convention in Detroit," May 2, 1957 (LOC), NAACP Papers, 
Group 3, Series A, Box 4, Folder: 1957 Detroit Michigan, Branch; "Over 100 
Delegates Map Plans," Michigan Chronicle June 29, 1957, p.l and p4; "Expect 25,000 
Next Week For crucial NAACP Confab 48th Will Open June 25," Michigan Chronicle 
June 22, 1957 p.l and p.4; and "26,000 Due to Attend NAACP Meeting," Detroit Free 
Press June 17, 1957.
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Americans in Detroit. As political scientist, James Wilson wrote in 1960, "for an 
Negro to criticise much less oppose the NAACP is in effect to give aid and comfort 
to the enemy.
In 1958, dismayed by complaints from black workers regarding discrimination 
within the labour movement, Herbert Hill, the national NAACP secretary, launched 
a much-needed attack on those unions who discriminated against black workers. In 
Detroit, the NAACP kept up the pressure against trade union discrimination. Several 
black members of Local 334 of the International Hod Carriers, Building and Common 
Labourers Union had approached the NAACP branch with allegations of arbitrary 
representation and racial discrimination practised by the union leadership. The branch 
Labour and Industry Committee conducted an independent investigation, which 
revealed a lack of trade union principles on the part of the union leadership. Charging 
that the use of discrimination in unions as a means of dividing union members was "an 
injury not only to the members affected but to the labour movement as a whole," the 
local NAACP referred the complaints and results of its investigation to the Michigan 
PEP Commission. The Commission reprimanded the union, calling upon the union 
leadership to work "diligently" in upholding the anti-discrimination clause of the 
agreement negotiated.
The national campaign against organised labour had some impact on the local level. In 
particular, Walter Reuther, head of the UAW-CIO was most irritated by the close links
"Major Issues Go Before NAACP Meeting Here," Detroit Free Press June 25, 
1957; and "Calm Steps Urged for NAACP," Detroit Free Press June 25, 1957.
James Wilson, Negro Politics (Glencoe, Illinois: Glencoe, 1960), p.282.
Quote taken from "Letter to Herbert Hill from Arthur Johnson," July 31, 1958 
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 65, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1960, 
March Sept. But see also "Letter to Arthur Johnson from Herbert Hill," September 8, 
1958 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 65, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 
1960, March-Sept.
News Release, Detroit, Branch NAACP, "NAACP Commends FEPC in 
Labourers Union Case," July 29 1958 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, 
Box 65, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1960, March-Sept. See also "Letter to Herbert 
Hill from Arthur Johnson," July 1, 1958 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, 
Box 65, Detroit, Michigan, 1960, March-Sept.
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forged between the Trade Union Leadership Council (TULC), and the NAACP/^* In 
1958, national labour secretary, Herbert Hill sent AFL-CIO Civil Rights director, 
Boris Shiskin a five-page memorandum citing cases of union discrimination that had 
not been addressed by the AFL-CIO. Hill listed no less than 20 unions that either 
excluded African Americans by constitutional provision or segregated them into 
auxiliary locals. On October 1, 1959, William Baxter wrote to George Meany 
declaring that the TULC wholeheartedly approved NAACP's memorandum to Boris 
Shiskin, "charging racial discrimination and segregation by unions affiliated to the 
AFL-CIO." Furthermore, it was made clear that "it is of vital importance that you do 
not miscalculate our feelings as they relate to the NAACP." For as black trade 
unionists, "we stand squarely behind and with the NAACP and will fight against any 
and all of its adversaries.
However, the picture was somewhat complicated by the difference between the 
national organisation and Detroit branch of the NAACP. The national labour 
secretary argued that the national AFL-CIO and the various international unions had 
repeatedly refused to take action. Instead, Hill argued that the labour movement had, 
in too many cases, waited years to acknowledge and investigate complaints by black 
workers and was attacked by the AFL-CIO leadership for taking this position. The 
labour movement had had little quarrel with Hill's earlier exposure of southern 
segregation or with the NAACP's assault on building trades, but an attack on the
Nelson Lichenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit Walter Reuther and the 
fate of American Labour (New York: Basic Books, 1995), p.207 
^^^Herbert Hill, Racism Within Organised Labour: A Report of Five Years of the 
AFL-CIO 1955-1960 (New York: NAACP Labor Department, 1961),. See also 
James Gross, "The NAACP, the AFL-CIO and the Negro Worker," (PhD 
Dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1962), p. 173-176. For AFL-CIO response to 
charges made see "The NAACP versus Labour," The New Leader November 26, 
1962 Vol. XLV, No. 24, pp. 21-22.
"Letter to George Meany from Willie Baxter," October 1, 1959 (ALUA), Ernest 
Dillard Papers, Box 2, Folder: NAACP 1959-1961.
Herbert Hill, "Pattern of Employment Discrimination," Crisis March, 1962 p. 137. 
See also Alfred Baker Lewis "The NAACP Stand on Economic Issues," Crisis 
November, 1960.
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movement as a whole was an entirely different m a t t e r / T h e  board of directors of the 
Detroit NAACP endorsed the national campaign against racial discrimination in trade 
unions, expressing full support for the association's labour secretary, Herbert Hill who 
had been the object of "criticism and attack by some labour leaders." However, it added 
that the "present difficulties" should not negate any of the basic common interests 
which had historically joined the NAACP and labour in their co-operative leadership. 
In particular, it wanted to make it clear that the relations with the national labour 
movement should in no way "alter the good relations which the branch enjoys with 
organised labour in Detroit"
Consequently, the civil rights movement was shaped by the national context in 
several important ways. Like the Birmingham NAACP, the local branch and 
African-American community were deeply affected by the United States Supreme 
Court decision of Brown v. Board of Education. Detroit school authorities insisted 
that segregated student bodies emerged directly from 'natural' segregated housing 
patterns, but evidence found at the time indicated the extent to which school 
boundaries, defined racial boundaries in Detroit. While the Detroit NAACP was no 
more successful in challenging racially segregated schools than Birmingham 
activists were, it had done much to highlight the problem that existed in the North. 
The losses that the NAACP encountered in terms of membership in the South were 
offset by gains made in the North. Leading the effort was the Detroit branch, which 
secured itself a place as the single largest unit in the Association in 1956. To some 
degree the success of the Detroit branch appeared to be a direct result of the 
organisation's national litigation effort which secured the Supreme Court's school 
desegregation decision in 1954. However, the remarkable transformation that
As an article in the New Leader pointed out, that the anti-labour campaign of the 
NAACP, which accused well known labour leaders of discriminatory practices, 
"provided southern segregationist an absolution for their sins... For how could lily 
whites of the back water South be wrong if prominent northern labour leaders also 
discriminated against Negroes," cited in "The NAACP versus Labour," New Leader 
November 26, 1962 Vol. XLV, No.2, p. 20-1.
"News Release by Detroit NAACP Branch," November 14, 1962 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 66, Folder; Michigan Detroit, 1962.
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occurred in the late 1950s and early 1960s also had much to do with local 
developments, which will be examined next.
Local Context
Between 1950 and 1954, the Detroit NAACP successfully waged a dramatic battle 
against racial discrimination in public housing which won it great favour among the 
city's black community. The prevalence of the housing issue "led scores of black 
Detroiters to join the Detroit branch of the NAACP. Blacks surveyed in 1951 were 
fairly optimistic that with the help of such an active civil rights leadership, racial 
conflicts would be resolved in the city. Some blacks even felt that city life was 
improving for them. The fact that the NAACP was so willing to take on the issue of 
housing fuelled much of this opt imism.The climax of the fight which began in early 
June 1951, came on June 26,1954, when Federal Judge Arthur B. Lederle ruled that the 
Detroit Housing Commission was, by denying blacks applicants entry into housing 
projects located in neighbourhoods primarily occupied by whites, guilty of violating the 
fourteenth amendment. The court decision prohibited the housing commission from 
denying the city's black community the right to live in any public housing unit for
Heather Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labour, Race and Liberalism in the 
Auto Plants and the Motor City, 1940-1980," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton 
University, 1995), p.58.
For commentary on the housing fight and NAACP role see the following: "Memo 
to Walter White from Constance Baker Motely," November 19, 1952 (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series A, Box 311, Folder: Housing, Michigan 1941- 
1955; "Letter to Herbert Hill from Mrs Olive Beasely," July 12 1954, (LOC), 
NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series A, Box 381, Folder: Lewis v. Cobo; "Executive 
Secretary's Report," October 13, 1952 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, 
Box 90, Folder Detroit, Michigan July-Dee 1952. "Memo to the Interracial 
Committee from George Schermer," March 17, 1952 (ALUA) Records of the 
DCCR, Part 3, Box 25, Folder: 128 Public Housing - Racial Occupancy. See also the 
following newspaper reports "Judge Raps Cobo Jim Crow," Detroit Tribune March 
8, 1952; and "City of Detroit Segregates in Public Housing," Detroit Tribune 
September 6, 1952.
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reasons of race, from maintaining a separate list of eligible applicants and from 
maintaining segregated projects.'179
The real fight over segregated public housing, however, took place outside the 
courthouse over a public debate between the Detroit NAACP and the City 
Administration. In 1953 the President of the Detroit NAACP resigned his position on 
the Detroit Commission on Community Relations in protest against the failure of the 
commission to appoint Beulah Whitby as its director. The Mayor rejected Whitby 
because "she had been too close to other organisations in the past not in keeping with 
our thinking. In partieular, it was Mayor Cobo's pointed reference to her 
affiliation with the Urban League, and its plan to join the NAACP in its litigation 
against the City of Detroit, which denied her the post, that most incensed the Detroit 
NAACP.'*'
It was in face of these grave circumstances that the NAACP announced that the Mayor 
had so sharply defined the issue of segregation v. non-segregation that "no self 
respecting Negro really could serve with his administration. By accepting an 
appointment under such circumstances, the appointee would inevitably be seen to
Court decision cited in "Final Judgement and Permanent Injunction," Walter 
Arthur Lewis v. The Detroit Housing Commission, Civil Action No. 9505, United 
States Court for the Eastern District of Michigan, Southern Division, (ALUA), 
Records of the UAW Political Action Department, Box 20, Folder: Fair Employment 
Practices Department, William Oliver, September 1954. Press commentary on the 
Court Decision can be found in the fblloAving: "Court Ends Bias in Local Public 
Housing Tenancy," Michigan Chronicle June 26, 1954; "Detroit Segregated Public 
Housing Illegal Federal Judge Issues Injunction," Detroit Tribune June 26, 1954; and 
"Court Rules on Integration in Public Housing," (MHCBL), Detroit Urban League 
Papers, Box 42, Folder 4: Detroit Housing Commission, 1955.
"NAACP Head Quits Mayor’s Committee Over Housing Policy," Michigan 
Chronicle January 30,1954.
"Why Mrs Whitby Lost," Detroit Times January 21, 1954. See also "Mrs Whitby 
Wants Mayor to Clarify Her Rejection," Detroit Times January 9, 1954.
"Mayor Cobo Denies NAACP Housing Plea," Michigan Chronicle January 30,
1954. "Minutes of Special Meeting of the Board of Directors of the DUL," January 27, 
1954 (MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 11, Folder 18: Minutes and 
Directors Reports.
320
approve the Mayor's position on segregation in public housing. In a move that the local 
Detroit NAACP hoped would awaken the community to its responsibility to save the 
commission and assure the continued progress of race relations, it called upon the fair 
minded liberal members of the commission to resign. The failure of two black 
members of the commission, Edward Davis and James McFall, to tender their 
resignations led to a resolution calling for their expulsion from the local branch of the 
Detroit NAACP.
The NAACP action was condemned throughout the liberal white community. The 
Detroit Free Press, reported that it was unfortunate that NAACP leaders had taken such 
an unyielding attitude and suggested that in "matters which interest them, they should 
have the say in deciding administration policy." The editorial went on to suggest that by 
punishing members of their own group, the local branch was "playing the dangerous 
game of attempting to make the entire community conform to their views, which after 
all may be held only by this one group. However, most outspoken by far was the 
Reverend Father John Coogen, chairman of the Commission on Community Relations 
who challenged the NAACP to draw up "a realistic, practical plan of action" instead of
"NAACP Head Quits Mayor's Committee over Housing Policy," Michigan 
Chronicle Januarv 30 1954; "Telegram to Edward Turner from Gloster Current," 
January 25, 1954 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 340, Folder; Detroit- 
Mich Committee on Community Relations 1950-1955; "Negro Quits Mayor's Race 
Group," Detroit Free Press August 27, 1955; and "Cobo Ruffles Urban League, Double 
Talks on Rights," Detroit Tribune February 6,1954.
"NAACP Turner Raps Davis, McFall," Detroit Tribune October 29, 1955. See also 
"Telegram to Edward Turner from Gloster Current," January 25,1954 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 340, Folder; Detroit-Michigan, Committee on 
Community Relations 1950-1955; and "Negro Quits Mayor's Raee Group," Detroit 
Free Press August 27, 1955. "Cobo Ruffles Urban League, Double Talks on Rights," 
Detroit Tribune February 6,1954.
185 Wrong Policy Slant is Taken by the NAACP," Detroit Fee Press October 27,
1955. See also "Arrogant and Wise," Detroit Times November 3, 1955 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 340, Folder: Detroit-Michigan, Committee on 
Community Relations, 1950-1955; and "NAACP-Davis Skirmish Points Up 
Continuous Fight Against Racism," Michigan Chronicle November 5, 1955.
321
trying to "pressure" members Edward Davis and James McFall to resign. 
Furthermore, Coogan drew attention to a 'hand picked coterie" of members of the 
NAACP, not representative of its large membership, as being responsible for the attack 
on the two black members of the city's interracial committee.
The local branch, nevertheless, refused to back down. Responding to criticism that 
suggested that the NAACP did not speak for the whole community, the branch asserted 
that this might very well be the truth depending upon the way in which the whole 
matter was looked at. The frustration and defeat which the African-Ameriean 
community had experienced over the questions of housing segregation in Detroit 
indicated clearly that this was not merely a disagreement on method and that both sides 
were striving to do the right thing. The reason why the NAACP had been pushed into 
expulsion of the two members was because it was locked in a struggle between those 
who wanted to end segregation and those who wanted to somehow maintain it. The 
latter because of its close business relationship with banks, lending agencies and other 
interests, were not free to criticise institutionalised racial segregation. Indeed, McFall 
was a funeral director, who "depended on the city welfare department for dead people, 
dead welfare clients.
"Priest Says NAACP Violates Civil Rights, Hits Ouster of 2 Cobo Appointees," 
Detroit Free Press October 29,1955.
"Coogan Says Small Bloc Tries To Act For NAACP," Detroit News October 29,
1955. See also "Letter to Reverend Father Coogan from Edward Turner," October 29, 
1955 (ALUA), Records of the DCCR, Part 3, Box 89, Folder 38: NAACP 1949-1955; 
"Memo to Gloster Current from John Roxborough," October 22 1955 (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 340, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, Committee of 
Community Relations 1950-1955; "Facts in the News," by Horace White, Michigan 
Chronicle November 5 1955; "NAACP Turns Ire on Father Coogan," Michigan 
Chronicle November 6, 1955; and "NAACP Hits Back at Charge," Detroit News 
October 29 1955.
"No Smoke Screen Can Cloud The Real Issues, Michigan Chronicle November 5, 
1955; and "Letter to Attorney Roxborough from Gloster B Current," November 10, 
1955 (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 340, Folder: Detroit-Michigan 
Committee on Community Relations, 1950-1955.
'^^Quote taken from "Author's Interview with Richard Marks," Detroit, Michigan, 
August 30, 1995. See also "Author's Interview with Gloster Current," Manhattan, New
322
The issue of segregated public housing dragged on until 1956 as the city 
administration stubbornly resisted all efforts to eliminate segregation in Detroit's 
housing projects. However, the housing fight was significant. For the first time the 
NAACP had been able to attract the kind of press attention that it needed in order to 
interest the citizens of Detroit, black and white, in its fight against segregation in public 
housing. As Arthur Johnson recalled: "We were at that time doing battle in the best way 
we felt we could to highlight the city's official policies of segregation." For Johnson, 
the whole affair provided him with an important lesson about political strategy and the 
media. Throughout the 1940s, the NAACP was unable to focus public attention on the 
city administration and its racial policies. "When we announced that no self-respecting 
Negro could sit on the Commission," Johnson remembered: "that story was on the front 
page of the Free Press the next morning. The Detroit NAACP was to benefit even 
more from its campaign against police brutality, and it mobilised alongside other civil 
rights organisations in 1961.
The issue of police brutality had long been a problem for the black community in 
Detroit. In 1957, the NAACP eonducted an analysis of police brutality complaints 
reported to the Detroit branch in the period from January 1,1956 to July 30,1957. With 
this report, the NAACP intended to bring the city's attention to what it felt was rampant 
discriminatory behaviour on the part of the Detroit Police Department and to make 
suggestions for eradicating the problem. Of the 103 complaints, 33 involved physical 
assault and 23 involved both physical and verbal abuse; 12 complaints arose from racial 
slurs on the part of police offieers and 4 from false arrests. A further 18 complaints 
were filed by black women, and one complaint came from a 16-year-old black boy. 
The NAACP pointed out that "90 percent of complainants are working people without
York October 11, 1995 and "Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit, 
Michigan August 2, 1995.
"Author's Interview With Arthur Johnson," Detroit, Michigan, August 2 1995. 
"Letter to the Editor, Detroit Free Press from Arthur Johnson," October 22 1955 
(ALUA), Records of the DCCR, Part 3, Box 89, Folder 38: NAACP 1949-1951.
323
a previous record who believe they are subjected to unwarranted abuse because of their 
race."
However, it was crime and its association with African Americans that triggered a 
major crisis in race relations in 1960. Four days after the Civil Rights Commission had 
concluded its hearings in the city, the Detroit News observed in an editorial that 
although African Americans constituted 26 per cent of the city's population, they were 
responsible for almost 65 per cent of its serious crimes. The Michigan Chronicle 
supported this with the statement that a "shockingly high percentage of this shameful 
hoodluminism was perpetuated by irresponsible Negro thugs and rowdies." With the 
crime wave that was reported to have gripped Detroit's west side and north west areas, 
the Chronicle warned the African-American leadership to act before it was too late. 
According to the paper, there was no time to engage in running debates with the Police 
Department or eity officials in an effort to explain or rationalise the situation. Instead, it
Incidents reported included searching of African-Americans in public streets for 
minor traffic violations; the common use of racial slurs, the intimidation and abuse 
of interracial couples; the abuse of complainants in police stations, the indiscriminate 
and common practice of stopping women in the street and accusing them of 
prostitution. Detroit Branch NAACP "An Analysis of Police Brutality Complaints 
Reported to the Detroit branch NAACP in the period from January 1, 1956 to July 
30, 1957," in Hilma Hendriekson, Detroit Perspeetives, Cross Roads and Turning 
Points (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991), pp.451-455; "Some 
achievements of the Detroit Branch," Detroit Chapter NAACP, Special Newsletter, 
May 1959 (ALUA), Records of the UAW Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination 
Department, Box 40, Folder 34: Detroit NAACP, Newsletter (Special); "Police 
Community Relations Profile of Critical Social Welfare and Economic Problems 
Facing People in the Detroit Community," April 8, 1959, (LOC), National Urban 
League Papers, Series 1, Group E, Box 138, Folder: 1957-1960. See also Heather 
Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labor, Race and Liberalism in the Auto Plants and the 
Motor City," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton University, 1995), p.67; "Statement of the 
Detroit branch NAACP on the Mayor's Committee on Police - Community Relations," 
News Release by the Detroit Branch NAACP, August 14, 1958, (LOC), NAACP 
Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box64 Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1958; "Police - 
Community Relations, Executive Secretary's Report, Board of Directors Meeting," 
September 8, 1958, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 64, Folder: 
Detroit, Michigan, 1958; "Negroes File 5 Complaints of Brutality," Detroit News May 
24, 1957. And "Probe Lawyers Beating Policeman Beat him in Arrest," Detroit Tribune 
Janaury26, 1957.
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was time for "responsible Negro leadership to lift its head from the sociological sand 
and unite in one strong, widespread effort to do something to wipe out lawlessness."
Set off by the separate slayings of two white women by assailants described as 
"Negroes" in December 1960, there developed a point of view in the community that 
blacks "by god had gone too far." Senior members of the Police Department 
convinced Mayor Louis Miriani that there had to be a crackdown. To this end, in the 
final weeks of 1961, he instructed a police crackdown that centred in the black 
neighbourhoods. Police Commissioner Herbert Hhrt, placed the police on a six-day 
week, and called them to "make a supreme effort" to drive crime from the streets. This 
was a desperate situation requiring desperate measures according to the Commissioner. 
The desperate measures included not only stepped up patrolling by police officers but 
also a return to an "old fashioned method of police pa tro l .F r i sks ,  searches, mass 
arrests and holding on suspicion concentrated in the black community became the 
standard pattern of police operations. The policy gave the police the authority to 
investigate anyone who was found to be in an odd plaee at any odd time, without a 
reasonable explanation. Approximately 2,000 people were arrested for investigation, 
out of which fewer than a 100 were found guilty of having committed any crime. As 
Arthur Johnson recalls, the "policy was taken as a warrant for the police to stop black 
people, frisk and search them at will."^^^
'^^"Editorial," Michigan Chronicle September 5, 1959, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 
3, Series C, Box 64, Folder : Detroit, Michigan, 1960, Jan-April. Re: Crime in the 
Negro Community in Detroit. See also "Letter to Mr. Charles L. Wartman from Arthur 
L Johnson," September 8, 1959, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 64, 
Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1960, Jan-April.
"Police Pressure Sparked Mirianis Defeat at Polls," Detroit News October 15,1962.
"Cops Should be Muzzled," Militant February 6, 1960; "Pregnant Woman Beaten 
By Cops Has Miscarriage," Militant November 28, 1959; "Stop Police Terror: 
Negroes Must Organise Mass Resistance to Illegal Arrests and Police Brutality," 
Militant January 16, 1961; and "Cop Beat Defenseless Man," Militant April 2, 1960.
"Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit, Michigan, August 2, 1995. 
See also "Police Field Division Case Reports," June 16, 1961 (ALUA), Records of the 
DCCR, Francis A Komeagy Papers, Box 9, Folder: DCCR Jan-June 1961; and "Letter 
to Commissioner Herbert W. Ware from Stuart E. Small," October 17, 1961, (ALUA),
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The black civil rights leadership quickly realised that in order to unseat Miriani, they 
would have to get city blacks to the polls. In 1961, African Americans comprised over 
one third of the total population of Detroit and hence their vote could have a dramatic 
impact if mobilised. Inspired by Cavanagh's campaign declaration that he would end 
the crash programme instituted by Miriani, the NAACP in Detroit met with him in the 
home of Forest Green, one of the pre-eminent members of the NAACP. Convinced that 
he was the man to support, it was decided that the local NAACP would begin massive 
registration drives and fund raising on his behalf. To avoid problems of conflict with 
the national non-partisan policy, executive secretary Arthur Johnson, along with other 
members of the NAACP board, joined with the TULC and Cotillion Club to form the 
Detroit Leadership Conference. It held its first meeting at the Ford Auditorium where a 
"get the vote" drive was organised. Within the next few days, the organisation had 
spread across the community. As Arthur Johnson recalled: "People that had never been 
involved were on the street handing out leaflets and so forth in order to get him."^^^
In 1961, during a close mayoral election, Jerome P. Cavanagh defeated Louis Miriani 
by 200,143 votes to 158, 778 votes. Although Cavanagh carried an estimated 85 
percent of the black vote, historian Sidney Fine argues that it was the white 
homeowners, upset at the level of property tax who actually defeated the incumbent 
mayor. Be that as it may, Detroit blacks saw the election results as a startling victory for 
the city's black community and a demonstration of their political strength. While white 
support was essential to Cavanagh's victory, in many ways it was the black community 
that had the greatest impact on the election outcome. Cavanagh was later to admit 
that the African-American community and its various organisations played a major role
Detroit Branch of the NAACP Collection, Box 2, Folder: Correspondence, January 
1962, Incoming.
"Open Letter from Forest Green and Ofield Dukes," September 7, 1960, (ALUA), 
Ernest Dillard Papers, Box 1, Folder: Detroit NAACP Discrimination Action 
Committee.
'^^"Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit Michigan, August 2, 1995.
Heather Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labour, Race and Liberalism in the 
Auto Plants and the Motor City," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton University, 1995), p.
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in his surprise election. In his view, without the solid backing of the African-American 
community he would not have won.
The political alliance between the black community and organised labour, which had 
extended back to 1943, showed signs of strain in 1961 when the black community led 
by the NAACP backed Cavanagh for Mayor against the UAW-supported Louis 
Miriani. This was no easy choice for the local branch. Allegiance to its traditional ally 
(especially the friendship with Walter Reuther) required them to support labour 
candidate Louis Miriani. However, allegiance to the African-American community 
pointed in another direction. The most pressing issue in the late 1950s, as already 
discussed, was the police erackdown campaign instituted by Miriani. As a result, the 
black community was unanimous in its need to "get rid of Miriani." Consequently, the 
NAACP joined with the TULC, the Cotillion club and the black churches to mobilise 
thousands of campaign workers for the successful election of Cavanagh.
The parting of ways was significant not only for the NAACP but also reflected a wider 
shift in the African-American community. The most significant aspect of the 1961 
mayoralty campaign according to political scientist B. J. Widick, was the growing gap 
in attitudes between institutions such as unions, and the people they represented - in 
particular the split between white liberals and the black community .In  every past 
election since World War Two, the black community had always backed the labour 
supported candidate. For example, when labour endorsed Richard Frankenstein, as its 
favourite against Mayor Jefferies in 1945, the African-American community followed
A. J. Stovall, The Growth of Black Elected Officials in the Citv of Detroit 1870- 
1973 (Lewiston, New York: Mellen University Press, 1996), p. 136-37. See also 
Nelson Lichenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit (Urbana and Chieago: 
University of Illinois Press), p.378.
A. J. Stovall, The Growth of Black Elected Offieials p. 136-137. See also Heather 
Ann Thompson, "The Politics of Labour, Race and Liberalism in the Auto Plants and 
the Motor City," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton University, 1995), p.71-72.
B. J. Widick, Detroit: Citv of Race and Class Violence (Detroit: Wayne State 
University, 1989), p. 155. See also B. J. Widick, "Mayor Cavanagh and the Limits of 
Reform," in Wilma Wood Henrickson (editor), Detroit Perspectives (Detroit: Wayne 
State University, 1991), p.485-6.
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suit. Similarly, when the UAW leadership endorsed George Edwards, a long-term 
UAW organiser, the black community did the same. As George Crockett recalled: "Up 
until the Miriani campaign, the UAW felt it more or less had the Negro community in 
its pocket. It was no longer concerned with how the Negro thought, for it could tell the 
Negro what you support and what you shall not support. After 1961, the UAW 
could no longer automatieally, dominate black politics in Detroit.
At the same time, Afiican Americans increasingly challenged the right of the UAW to 
represent them within the workplace. Going slow on integration, as the UAW 
leadership recommended, apparently meant going nowhere as far as black workers 
were concerned. "It is easy to be patient when you are a Negro," declared Horace 
Sheffield, a Ford worker and UAW staff member, "for you are not suffering... patience 
does not come easy when you are at the bottom of the economic and social heap."^ "^^  
Other black workers shared Sheffield's impatience across UAW plants in Detroit. In 
August 1957, Horace Sheffield along with Robert Battle met with a dozen other black 
labour leaders to form the Trade Union Leadership Conference (TULC) which backed
A. Phillip Randolph, in demanding that AFL-CIO unions remove all colour bars from 
their constitutions.^^  ^ They also challenged the UAW leadership at its annual
"Interview of George Crockett Jr by Herbert Hill," February 2,1968, (ALUA) 
Blaeks in the Labour Movement.
Nelson Lichtenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit p. 378-9.
Steve Babson, Working Detroit: The Making of a Union Town (Detroit: Wayne 
State University, 1986), p. 166.
One of the most unforgettable exchanges between organised labour and the black 
leaders took place between George Meany and A. Phillip Randolph at the 1959 AFL- 
CIO convention in late September. One of the major demands A. Phillip Randolph had 
consistently tried to get the AFL to adopt before the 1955 merger was that unions that 
discriminated and barred blacks be expelled. CIO leaders were opposed to the idea of 
expelling the few southern locals under their domain who refused to abide by union 
racial policy. After a few heated exchanges, Meany asked Randolph if it was his idea of 
democratic process, that he did not care what the Negro members thought, o which 
Randolph replied "Yes" Meany then replied "That is not my policy. I am for the 
democratic rights of the Negro members. Who appointed you as the guardian of the 
Negro members in America. You talk about intolerance." Cited in Marshall Field 
Stevenson, "Points of Departure, Acts of Resolve: Black-Jewish Relations in Detroit, 
1937-1962," (PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1988), p.442.
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convention in 1959 for failing to appoint a sufficient number of blacks onto its staff, 
and none at all in its top position.
In brief, there were two main ways in which developments at the local level shaped 
the struggle for civil rights in Detroit. The dramatic battle against segregated public 
housing centred on a public debate between the Detroit NAACP and the city's liberal 
white community. Disturbed by the fact that Mayor Miriani had so sharply defined 
the issue of raeial segregation in public housing, local branch officers called upon 
black members of the Housing Commission to resign immediately. When two 
members of the branch refused to resign, they were expelled from the NAACP. Even 
though the branch action was condemned throughout the liberal community, it 
nevertheless refused to retract its decision, and had the effect of enhancing the 
organisation's reputation in the African-American community. The mayoral election 
of 1961 indicated the extent to which the black vote had become important. The 
issue that most incensed and mobilised the black community along political lines 
was that concerning police brutality. Discontented with the incumbent Mayor Louis 
Miriani, especially with his administration of police-community relations, and 
impressed by Jerome Cavanagh, particularly with his promise to bring an end to 
police harassment, the NAACP along with other organisations, rallied the black 
community to voting booths, with impressive results.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Unlike the situation in Birmingham, where the African-American church was at the 
forefront of civil rights protest, the church played a lessened role in the civil rights 
movement in Detroit. As political scientist James Wilson writes of Detroit church 
leadership in 1960: "whereas before the clergy had been universally conceded as the 
principal source of Negro leadership, today it is rapidly becoming simply one group"
Nelson Lichenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1995), p.376-77; and Kevin Boyle The UAW and the 
Hevdav of American Liberalism (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1995),
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among many which the "race relations professionals call upon for support. In the 
past, the contribution to black protest by the church leadership had been more verbal 
than practical. In 1960, according to Wilson, the "professionals" were beginning to 
organise life in sueh a way that the verbal and occasionally financial support from 
the ministry was "sufficient to enable these professionals to do the real work 
unhampered. Of course, the black church continued to provide an important 
meeting place for the Detroit NAACP, often supplying the only venue that was large 
enough for membership meetings and elections. It also continued to provide 
important financial assistance by raising significant funds for the operation of the local 
branch.^^  ^While the black church continued to play an important role in the civil rights 
community in Detroit, its role was very much curtailed to supporting the professional 
civil rights organisations like the NAACP.
As in Birmingham, the black press proved to be very important to the Detroit 
NAACP. Under the new secretary, Arthur Johnson, the NAACP began engaging the 
press to highlight the problem of poliee brutality. As Johnson reealled: "We did 
everything that we could to keep the issue out front, so that the public would know 
about the problem." Under Johnson, the Detroit NAACP began to systematically 
engage a photographer, who would take pietures of the victims "so that you would 
see all those swollen faces and other injuries that people suffered." Those pictures 
were then sent to the two weekly black newspapers, the Michigan Chronicle and 
Detroit Tribune. ^ I n  fact, the black middle class proved very important to the 
Detroit NAACP. As Johnson understood it: "When I came to Detroit in the 1950s,
James Q. Wilson The Negro Revolt (Glencoe, Illinois: Glencoe Press, 1960), 
p.298.
James Q. Wilson The Negro Revolt p.298.
"Detroit Branch to Hold Report Meeting," Michigan Chronicle May 25 1957.
"Letter to Reverend John Exum from Edward M. Turner and Arthur L Johnson," 
(ALUA), Detroit Branch NAACP Collection, Box 3, Folder: Correspondence, 
November 1962, Outgoing. See also "Two Top Clerics to Speak NAACP 48th 
Anniversary," Michigan Chronicle February 9, 1957.
"Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit Michigan, April 8 1996. See 
also "Transcript of Tape Recorded Interview with Arthur Johnson by John Britton,"
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frankly from the very beginning I understood that the black middle class people owed 
the greatest debt to the struggle and to the NAACP. And I never let them forget it."^ ^^  
Beginning with the Freedom Fund through to membership drives, the black middle 
class largely led by a group of black Detroit doctors and the Cotillion Club provided the 
basic foundation from which the Detroit branch could represent the black community.
When the early tentative plans for the Freedom Fund Dinner were being developed, a 
brutal racial killing took the life of Dr Thomas Brewer, a prominent physician in 
Columbia, Georgia, whose brother. Dr James Brewer, his wife, Mrs. Beulah Brewer, 
and other relatives, were active and well known Detroit residents. In large part, 
motivated by the tragic murder of Dr Brewer, black physicians came to support the 
NAACP Freedom Fund Dinner. In response to the direct appeals of Dr Thomas and Dr 
Swan, 59 members of the Detroit Medical Society became the Freedom Fund Dinner's 
first 59 subscribers, thereby guaranteeing the success of this significant new venture. 
As Dr Lionel Swan recalled: "I said we've got to support the NAACP so we can fight 
this. When we started the dinner, it was almost impossible to be a black doctor in 
Detroit and not attend the dinner."^^  ^ In the past, critics of the NAACP in Detroit had 
hinted that the organisation has not had the support of the "Negro leadership" element. 
Such an accusation was completely dispelled by the success of the well-attended 
affair.^ ^^
Equally important to the NAACP and the civil rights movement in Detroit was the 
emergence and participation of a group of black unionists. Concerned about the lack 
of black representation in the highest eouncils of the UAW and trade union 
discrimination against black workers, UAW Leaders Horace Sheffield, Nelson Jack
September 29, 1964, Civil Rights Documentation Project, Moorland-Spingam 
Centre, Howard University, Washington DC.
"Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit, Michigan, August 1, 1995. 
"Author's Interview with Dr. Lionel Swan," Detroit, Michigan, 22, August 1995
"$100 Freedom Fund Dinner," The Cotillion News June 1956, Detroit Public 
Library, (hereafter cited as DPL), Burton Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, 
Box 3, Folder: The Cotillion Club 1949-1973. --------
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Edwards and Robert Buddy Battle, joined other Detroit unionists in 1957 to form the 
Trade Union Leadership Council (TULC). The influence the TULC wielded within 
Detroit's black community and in UAW politics from the time of its official 
formation in 1957 through to the early 1960s was considerable. Within the black 
community, the TULC was something of a maverick development. Although it was 
initially concerned with the elimination of job discrimination against blacks, the 
TULC's interests soon broadened to the promotion of "community civil rights 
objectives" in general. By 1962, the TULC had a membership of nine to ten 
thousand black and white unionists and it had become an important pressure group in 
the city.^ ^^
However, the TULC was not terribly different ideologically from the NAACP. The 
former considered itself to be a militant organisation, especially where racial 
discrimination in the unions and the building trades was concerned, but its members 
often worked with the NAACP and the liberal-labour coalition. Both organisations 
participated in a series of confrontational boycotts and picket lines, which benefited 
their middle class and stable working class constituencies. They were relatively 
synchronised in terms of objectives, and there was a cross-fertilisation of 
membership. Willie Baxter, for instance, was the head of TULC's Civil Rights 
Department and on the executive board of the Detroit NAACP. Horace Sheffield and 
Ernest Dillard had worked with the NAACP for decades. The TULC won itself an 
unsolicited leadership role in the NAACP by actively supporting the organisation’s 
$100-a-plate Freedom Fund Dinners and aggressively gathering NAACP 
memberships.
By the late 1950s, the Detroit NAACP, armed with FEPC legislation, began to pursue a 
more militant strategy against discrimination in white-collar work. Prodded to action 
largely by the TULC and motivated by the strategies and success of the ongoing 
movement in the South, the NAACP began targeting employers who failed to hire
James Geshwender, Class, Race and Worker Insurgencv (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), p.54. See also B. J. Widick Detroit: Citv of Race. Class and
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African Americans for white-collar positions. In 1956, at least 15 of Detroit's largest 
Department stores refused to appoint blacks to sales personnel positions. In large retail 
stores blacks worked as elevator operators, doorkeepers, janitors, and stock handlers. 
No blacks were employed as sales clerks.^^  ^ In the city's downtown offices, blacks 
worked as janitors, messengers and maintenance people, while managerial positions 
remained the preserve of whites only. To rectify the situation, officials with the Detroit 
NAACP conducted a series of negotiations with Detroit area firms, encouraging them 
to make more efforts in hiring blacks. By the early 1960s, the branch had succeeded in 
persuading five Detroit area department stores to hire black sales staff.
However, the efforts of the NAACP to open new jobs to blacks were ironieally ill 
timed. The strides made on behalf of the black community in white-collar work could 
not halt the wave of plant closings that affected Detroit in the 1950s.^^  ^ In 1950, the 
largest of these companies, Packard and Hudson had together employed over 40,000 
workers in their east-side plants. In the wake of a recession in 1954, Hudson merged 
with Nash to become American Motors, closing its Detroit plants and moving to 
Kenosha, Wisconsin. Packard merged with Studebaker and moved to Indiana, closing 
its base in Detroit.^^  ^For Detroit's white community the stagnating economy was not a
Violence (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), p. 149.
Joe T Darden et al, Detroit and Uneven Development (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1987), p.68. Black sales personnel were also being hired by 
Cunningham's drug stores, and blaek faces showed up among bank employees. By 
far the best example of racial integration in employment during this period was the 
Michigan Bell Telephone Company, it began gradually hiring blacks in skilled and 
unskilled employment until it had achieved a policy of integration.
Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 175.
Between 1949 and 1960, Detroit experienced for major recessions and because 
the auto industry was tremendously sensitive to shifts in consumer demands it 
weathered recession badly. That the auto-industry was especially vulnerable was 
nothing new. What was new in the 1950s was that auto-manufacturers and suppliers 
permanently reduced their work force, closed plants and re-located to other parts of 
the country. Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University, 1996), p. 126.
Steve Babson, Working Detroit (Detroit: Wayne State University, 1984), p. 162. 
Many of the firms that supplied the major auto industries also collapsed. Motor 
Products closed its Mack Avenue Plant in 1956, leaving 4,300 workers permanently
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primary concern. After all most of Detroit's white population were increasingly moving 
to the suburbs and in the 1950s over 350,000 did so.^ ^^  Nevertheless, it was a fateful 
trend for the city's black population. According to most estimates, black unemployment 
in the Detroit area was at least double the average for whites in every recession that the 
city experienced in the 1950s. Over the same decade, the income gap between blacks 
and whites also widened dramatically.^^  ^ For decades, factory work had been the first 
step most blacks took in their difficult climb out of Detroit's slums. As companies 
automated, moved to rural loeations, or simply went bankrupt, that ladder of upward 
mobility lost many of its rungs.
It is also difficult to discuss the civil rights movement in Detroit without examining 
the role-played by the Cotillion Club, an all-male business organisation. The 
Cotillion Club was first established in 1949 as a social club for black businessmen 
and professionals. Over time it became a major political organisation in the city. One 
of its founders, Jesse Thomas Hougabrook, recalled that the group was able to 
organise a debutante ball within the first year of its organisation, whieh was quite an 
achievement. But through its voter registration work, the group gained instant 
visibility and black politicians began to take notice. To invite politicians to become 
members was not unusual, but the decision to directly involve the club in politics 
was, according to Wilbur C. Rich, "uncommon among such clubs nation-wide." 
The Cotillion Club became a political base for blacks seeking greater social mobility 
and for ambitious black politicians. Charles Diggs, solicited the club members for 
support in his 1950 race for the state Senate, and the club continued involvement in
laid off. Murray Body, once a major supplier of car bodies to Chrysler and Ford, 
closed its plant the same year, leaving 5,000 more workers without work.
Steve Babson, Working Detroit (Detroit: Wayne State University, 1984), p. 163.
For the Detroit Metropolitan area between 1949 and 1959 "Family income of 
whites increased 80% but black family income increased only 40 percent or half as 
much. Therefore in 1960 unequal family incomes according to race were apparent. 
Commission on Community Relations, Detroit Metropolitan Area Emplovment and 
Income. Bv Sex Colour and Residence (Detroit, Michigan, May 1963), p.3.
Steve Babson, Working Detroit p. 163.
Wilbur C. Rich, Coleman Young and Detroit Politics (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1989), p.56.
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politics and claimed credit for William Patrick’s election to the Common Council in 
1 9  ^7  224 ]yjQj.g important, perhaps, was the fact that that when Jerome Cavanagh 
turned to the black community for support in the 1961 mayoral elections, he turned
to the Cotillion Club.
Like the TULC, the Cotillion Club did not challenge the leadership of the NAACP, 
but sought to work with it. Although it had originated in 1949 as a social organisation, 
the club, which had about 600 members, began to involve itself in the affairs of the 
Detroit NAACP in the mid-1950s. As Attorney Damien Keith recalled; "Because the 
club was composed of businessmen and professional men, they had some money, not a 
lot, but we all chipped in, to try and help."^^  ^ In fact, the Cotillion Club played an 
important role in raising funds for the Detroit N A A C P . I n  1956, the club became 
known as the "champion organisation producer in the annual NAACP membership 
campaign. For the fourth straight year the Cotillions had combined their efforts to 
turn in over 1,000 memberships during the annual NAACP membership drive.
"Cotillion Club Claims Recent Election A Big Achievement," Cotillion News 
April 10, 1955, (DPL) Burton Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, 
Folder: The Cotillion Club 1949-1973. See also Wilbur C. Rich, Coleman Young and 
Detroit Politics (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), p.57.
Sidney Fine Violence in the Model Citv (Ann Arbour: University of Michigan 
Press, 1989), p. 16.
^^^"Author’s Interview with Judge Damon Keith," August 15,1995, Detroit, Michigan.
^^ I^n 1955 the Cotillion Club walked off with top honours for the third year straight as 
the top producer. The club won the top trophy in the Community Organisation division 
by reporting 1,165 individual memberships and turning in to the NAACP treasury more 
than $4,000 in cash. The Club also accounted for more than 12 life memberships in the 
1955 Campaign. For source see "Cotillion Club Raises $10,000 For NAACP," The 
Cotillion News June 15, 1955, (DPL) Burton Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart 
Papers, Box 3 Folder: The Cotillion Club 1949-1973.
^^ "^One Thousand NAACP New Memberships Cotillion Club Out To Surpass Last 
Years Goal," The Cotillion News, April 10,1955 Burton Collection, (DPL), Thompson 
Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: The Cotillion Club 1949-1973
The following year the Cotillion Club sold 2,152 memberships in the NAACP for 
$4,31.50, which approximates 1/8 of the entire number, sold in the city that year. 
"Letter to Dr McClendon from Wally Triplett (Chairman NAACP, Cotillion Club)," 
Undated, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 64, Folder: Detroit, 
Michigan, 1957, Jan-July. See also "Report of Detroit, Michigan, Memberships
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Deeply appreciative of the fine work done by the organisation, the NAACP was 
grateful for the support of these young business and professional men who had 
contributed immeasurably to the membership and fund raising efforts of the Detroit 
Branch/^^ The Cotillion Club was awarded the NAACP Organisational Award for the 
most memberships gathered and Attorney Damien Keith who had spearheaded the 
Cotillion membership drive was elected to the Board of Directors of the NAACP/^^ 
"Who else better understands how important the Dinner is in providing the resources 
which will keep us in the fight" asked John Morsell, the assistant to the branch 
executive secretary.In 1960, its members suddenly had a far more pressing issue 
that far outweighed any other; that of police brutality.
The reputation of the Cotillion Club in making the issue of police practices a major 
part of its work was actually established in the mid-1950s when Cotillion Club 
leaders championed for the integration of the Detroit Police Department. Led by 
Attorney Keith, a nine-man committee from the Cotillion Club met with the Police 
Commissioner on February 28, 1955, to discuss integration and upgrading within the 
Detroit Police Department. They were assured that every man in the department 
would be treated fairly and on his merit.^^  ^Though blacks applied for positions in the
Campaign May 1, 1957, (LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 2, Series C, Box 64, Folder: 
Detroit, Michigan, 1957 Jan-July.
^^^"Letter to Dr. James J. McClendon from Gloster B Current," June 24, 1957, 
(LOC), NAACP Papers, Group 3, Series C, Box 64, Folder: Detroit, Michigan, 1957 
Jan-July..
"Cotillions On NAACP Membership Spree," The Cotillion News May 15, 1955 
(DPL), Burton Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: The 
Cotillion Club 1949-1973. See also "Cotillion NAACP Membership Up Cotillions Get 
1000 members," The Cotillion News June 1956, (DPL), Burton Collection, Thompson 
Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: The Cottilian Club 1949-1973; "Cotillion 
Member Eleeted to NAACP Board," The Cotillion News January 10, 1955 (DPL), 
Burton Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: The Cotillion Club 
1949-1973
^^^"Letter to Dear Life Member from John A. Morsell, Assistant to the Executive 
Secretary," (DPL), Burton Colleetion, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: 
The Cotillion Club 1949-1973.
"Confab with Piggins a Success," Cotillion News March 10, 1955, (DPL), Burton 
Collection, Thompson Mose Stewart Papers, Box 3, Folder: The Cotillion Club 1949- 
1973.
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department in numbers at least proportional to their representation in the city's 
population, a far smaller percentage of blacks than whites met the qualifications 
prescribed for new police offieers/^"* A Detroit Urban League study found that 
although African Americans made up 23 percent of Detroit's population in 1958, they 
made up only three percent of its police force. There were no black officers in six of the 
city's 15 precincts and 80 percent of those black officers employed were concentrated 
in the four precincts that had a large black population. Moreover, segregation was the 
rule in the department in walking beats, riding seout cars, and partner assignments. As 
Damien Keith recalled, the Police Department "was our most difficult challenge 
because it was completely segregated. Blacks could not ride in scout cars with whites, 
and if two blacks were assigned to a scout car and one black called in sick, they would 
put the scout car back in the yard and make the black officer walk the beat."^^^
What was so different about the late 1950s and early 1960s was the extent to which 
the Cotillion campaign against police brutality unified African-American men across 
class lines. Primarily because the offenees were directed against African-American 
men as a group, men in all classes suffered the same experience.^^^ Some of the city's
How difficult it was for blacks to meet the department's qualifications is 
illustrated by a selection of officers in 1959. Of the 1.566 applicants for positions in 
the department that year, 434 were black. Only one of the blacks, however compared 
to 54 of the white applicants met the department's qualifieations and was hired. 
According to Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv (Ann Arbour: University of 
Michigan, 1989), p. 11-12, applicants had to be between twenty one and twenty six 
years of age, at least 5ft 9.5 inches in height, and weigh at least 152 pounds. 
Qualified applicants than had to take a written examination designed to test the 
intellectual capacity. Those who passed that stage were then given a medical 
examination and subjected to a character examination by four police officers. That 
subjective factors could enter into the judgements made in the final stage of the 
recruitment process were obvious.
Detroit Urban League, "The Detroit Police Department's Policy and Practice in 
the Recruitment and Assignment of Police Officers," December 1958, Michigan 
Historical Collection, Bentley Library, Ann Arbour, Michigan (MHCBL), Detroit 
Urban League (DUL), Papers, Box 19, Folder: Civil Rights Commission, Hearings, 
p.340-41.
"Author's Interview with Attorney Damien Keith," Detroit, Michigan, August 15, 
1995
237"What the Branches Are Doing," Crisis February 1961, p.l 14.
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most prominent blacks were among those frisked and subjected to humiliating 
questioning. City Hall received reports of incidents involving prominent black 
leaders, among them the executive secretary of the NAACP, who was frisked and 
searched.^^^ "Cops were dumb," remembers Richard Marks, "they saw some black 
guy somewhere, where they think he shouldn't be, and they arrest him and make a 
scene; turns out they stopped a black judge." Such treatment was intensely 
resented by many black citizens, but especially by the "responsible black 
community."
According to a Detroit Urban League report, the general attitude of the Police 
Department appeared to be one of clear suppression. Police officers, the report 
suggested, believed that intimidation, harassment and the "spreading of fear among 
Negroes" not only reduced crime but also "kept the Negro in his p l a c e . A s  the 
NAACP executive testified before the United States Commission on Civil Rights, 
during the initial contact between the police officer and person being arrested, a 
black man was made conscious of "his status as a second class citizen." Often "he is 
expected to be submissive and never to challenge police treatment," and if he 
faltered in meeting any of these expectations, he exposed himself to an immediate 
threat of police brutality. In particular, there was widespread opinion in the 
African-American community that many individual policemen felt that an important 
part of their responsibility was to limit the social activity of black men across racial
B. J. Widick, Detroit: Citv of Race and Class Violence (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1989, second edition), p. 151.
"Author's Interview with Richard Marks," Detroit, Michigan, August 30, 1995.
"Press Release, Co-ordinating Council on Human Relations," October 7, 1960 
(MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 8, Folder 4: DCCR October- 
Deeember 1960.
"Police-Community Relations Profile of Critical Social Welfare and Economic 
Problems Facing Negro People in the Detroit Community," April 8, 1959, (LOC), 
National Urban League Papers, Series 1, Group E, Box 138, Folder: 1960-1967.
Statement of Testimony of Arthur Johnson," Hearings before the United States 
Commission on Civil Rights, Detroit Michigan, December 14. 1960 (Washington 
DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1961)..
338
lines. The Police Department had frequently been accused of stopping 
automobiles, usually at night, where black men were suspected of being in the 
company of white companions.^ "^ "^
Like students throughout the South, a younger generation of activists was an 
important part of the civil rights scene in Detroit. According to Angela Dillard, one 
of the most successful protests conducted by members of the TULC and the NAACP 
in Detroit was in the area of restaurant discrimination. In the mid-1950s, Ernest 
Dillard and Jessie Dillard, along with James Boggs, helped to form the 
Discrimination Action Committee within the NAACP. Dillard, "wanted to do a little 
something and sought to revitalise the local branch in Detroit with the use of direct 
action." The committee's principal mission had been to target restaurants, but later 
the scope of its activities was broadened to include roller rinks, bowling alleys, bars, 
hotels and other places of entertainment. The Committee's style was simple. It met 
every Friday night to identify places of accommodation that had a history of 
discrimination. Then teams of volunteers of an interracial nature attempted to be 
s e r v e d . I n  spite of the conclusion drawn by Angela Dillard, this certainly was not 
the first organised group to deal with widespread discrimination in Detroit's 
restaurants in a systematic manner.
"Press Release, Co-ordinating Council on Human Relations," October 7, 1960, 
(MHCBL), Detroit Urban League Papers, Box 8, Folder 4: DCCR October- 
December 1960.
On July 24, 1961 the Detroit NAACP received a compliant from an Interracial 
couple, who alleged that they were driving and were stopped by a police squad. At 
the police station a Mr. C. Hooper was booked and fingerprinted for driving on an 
expired license, he was not permitted to talk with his wife , who found the officers 
extremely discourteous. "Complaint of Police Harassment by Mrs and Mrs Thomas 
Hooper," July 24, 1961, (ALUA), Records of the Detroit Commission on 
Community Relations (DCCR), Part 3, Box 66, Folder: NAACP Complaints of 
Police Behaviour, 1961.
Angela Dillard, "From the Reverend Charles Hill to the Reverend Albert Cleage: 
Change and Continuity in the Patterson of Civil Rights Mobilisations in Detroit, 
1935-1967," (PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1997), p.239-240.
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The Direct Action Committee had actually been established not in 1954, but some 
five years earlier under the leadership of the Detroit chapter of the Socialist Workers 
Party. As a report on the activities of the SWP in the NAACP observed on January 
12, 1950: "Without going into all of the details of the restaurant campaign, we feel 
our orientation and activities in the NAACP has paid off."^ "^  ^The committee from its 
beginnings had to combat obstacles like lack of funds, lack of co-operation from the 
police and prosecutor's office, pressure from some older blacks in the branch who, 
for one reason or another, did not want the campaign to continue. "^^  ^ The 
restaurateur's tactics from closing the establishment to refusing to serve beverages 
with the statement: "I'm sorry, but you have had too much to drink" was the other 
challenge to the committee's strategy.
Nevertheless, the committee was a success. "We didn't have any money," recalled 
Arthur Johnson, who became the branch executive secretary in 1949, "so we got the 
cheapest thing on the menu." If service was denied - thereby violating the Michigan 
Civil Rights Law, which prohibited discrimination based on race - the police would 
be called and charges brought. "^^  ^Impressed with the success of its campaign against 
restaurant discrimination, the committee changed its name from the 'NAACP 
Committee on Restaurant Diserimination' to the 'Discrimination Action Committee' 
and extended its activities to the area of recreational facilities, public transport and 
employment .On October 17, 1954, the Detroit Tribune reported on the success of 
the DAC in that it had obtained entrance to several public places including the
246 "Report on Activities on NAACP since the last Socialist Workers Party 
convention, January 12, 1950," (SHSW), Socialist Workers Party Records, Series 5, 
Branch Records, Folder: Detroit Minutes and Reports, 1944-1965.
"Discrimination Action Committee," (ALUA), Dillard Ernest Papers, Box 1, 
Folder: Detroit NAACP Discrimination Action Committee.
"Bias Tactics Problem to NAACP," Detroit Tribune August 5,1950.
"Restaurant Discrimination Swells as Target in Detroit," Detroit Tribune October 
28, 1950. See also "Help Us Enforce Your Right to be Served," (ALUA), Dillard 
Ernest Papers, Box 1, Folder: Detroit NAACP Discrimination Action Committee 
1950s.
"Café Discrimination Group Extends Plans," Detroit Tribune October 21, 1950.
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Ancodesia, Fair View, and Gardens Roller Rinks and dining rooms in Hotel 
Detroiter and Lee Plaza.
Most significantly, the activity of the committee was poured into campaigns against 
restaurants in the vicinity of the plants at which some of the young members of the 
Committee worked. William Oliver, direetor of the UAW's Fair Practiees and Anti- 
Discrimination Committee reported to regional director, Edward Cote, that he had 
received a series of complaints from local unions regarding difficulties experienced by 
black union members in securing service at restaurants located in the near vicinity of 
the plants. Three of the local unions had set aside sums of money for the purpose of 
campaigning to eliminate practices of restaurant discrimination in such areas.^ ^  ^
Encouraged by this, on May 2, 1950, the Fair Practices Committee met with the 
regional directors to map out an effective programme designed to combat practices of 
discrimination in restaurants around automobile plants.^ "^^  Local unions were directed to 
utilise the state’s civil rights statute concerning public accommodation and involve the 
police as soon as a violation oceurred.^^  ^ As William Oliver himself reported during 
one campaign: "It was necessary for us to make two trips to the poliee station to 
straighten this matter out, but the proprietor has agreed that he will serve all people, 
including our Negro members. As Mildred Jeffrey recalled: "We used to go in 
groups of two-by-two into restaurants."^^’
"Local NAACP Youth Achievements," Detroit Tribune October 17, 1954.
Prominent among these complaints received were those from locals 3, 7, 140, 154, 
174,400,742, 835,212.
"Letter to Edward Cotes from William Oliver," April 11, 1950 (ALUA), Records 
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"Letter to Edward Cotes from William Oliver," June 9, 1950 (ALUA), Records of 
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Council Report, 1949-1960.
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However, the campaigns to desegregate public facilities, though important, 
increasingly lost relevance to a growing group of unemployed young blacks. Young 
workers, especially those who had no post-secondary education, found that the entry 
level jobs that had been open to their parents or older siblings in the 1940s and early 
1950s were gone. Detroit's pool of manufacturing jobs decreased at the same time 
that the numbers of working-age black adults continued to rise. For most, there was 
no prospect of jobs and they found that the factories were simply not hiring new 
w o rk e r s .T h e  anger and despair that prevailed among the young at a time of 
national promise and prosperity would explode on Detroit's streets in the 1960s.^^^
In other words, there were various ways in which the civil rights movement in 
Detroit was shaped by dynamics within the African-American community. While the 
black church continued to provide important resources to the local NAACP, its role 
fell short of what it had been in the past. Like students throughout the South, a 
younger generation of activists in the Detroit NAACP and TULC became involved 
in the civil rights movement in the mid-1950s. Working under a smaller unit of 
volunteers called the Diserimination Action Committee, Detroit youth launched an 
effective campaign against discrimination in restaurants and other public amenities. 
Outside student activity, protest emerged among the ranks of black trade unionists, 
who formed the TULC in 1957 to eliminate discrimination in the workplace but soon 
broadened to include civil rights activity in the community. Detroit's black 
professional and businessmen had their own organisation, the Cotillion club. 
Established first in 1949, it became a political base for African-Americans seeking
Discrimination Department, Box 15, Folder 29; Local 51 Region 1 1956-1958. See 
also "Letter to Eugene Anthony, Chairman, FEPC Committee, Local 51, UAW-CIO 
from Henry E. Ross, International Representative Fair Practices and Anti- 
Discrimination Department," December 10, 1951 (ALUA), Records of the UAW 
Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department, Box 15, Folder 29; Local 51, 
Region 1, 1956-1958.
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Detroit News July 15, 1959 cited in Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996) p. 146.
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greater social mobility and for ambitious black politicians. Beginning with the 
Freedom Fund Dinner through to membership drives, the club provided the basic 
foundation from which the Detroit NAACP could challenge issues that most affected 
the African-American community such as police practices.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Detroit
In a departure from the past, the Detroit NAACP after 1954 regained its civil rights 
leadership position in the African-American community. During the Cold War, as 
discussed in the previous chapter, the Detroit branch concerned with communism 
had largely focussed upon keeping communist influence out of the civil rights 
movement and defending itself from charges of communism. In the process, it lost 
its position as the key civil rights leadership as it moved away from the kind of civil 
rights activity that had shaped its militant experience during World War Two. After 
1954, the Detroit NAACP regained its civil rights leadership position in the 
community by aggressively fighting on behalf of civil rights, as demonstrated by its 
struggle against segregated public housing policy.
The political alliance between the black community and organised labour, which had 
extended back to 1943, showed signs of strain in 1961 and indicated yet another line 
of discontinuity in the civil rights movement in Detroit. In every past election since 
World War Two, the black community had always supported the labour backed 
candidate in mayoral elections. For example, when the labour leadership endorsed 
Richard Frankenstein as its favourite against Mayor Jefferies in 1945, the African- 
American community had followed suit. Similarly, when the UAW leadership in 
1949 endorsed George Edwards, a long-term UAW organiser, the black community 
did the same. But the issue of police community relations was so disagreeable in 
1961 that the African-American community’s primary concern was to defeat Louis 
Miriani and support the mayoral candidate who pledged to put an end to the crime 
crash campaign that targeted the African-American community.
343
The late 1950s and early 1960s also marked a departure in terms of civil rights 
leadership. Although the African-American church continued to play an important 
role in the Birmingham civil rights community, its part in Detroit was very much 
diminished to aiding professional civil rights organisations like the NAACP, TULC 
and the Cotillion Club. From the time of its appearance in 1957 through to the early 
1960s, the TULC wielded considerable influence both with Detroit’s black 
community and in UAW political circles. Similarly, through its voter registration 
work and the campaign against discriminatory police practices, the Cotillion Club 
achieved instant visibility as an important civil rights organisation. Despite the 
growth in importance of the TULC and Cotillion Club this did not challenge the 
authority of the Detroit NAACP. Rather, there was a cross-fertilisation of 
membership, shared objectives and mutual resources between the three 
organisations.
Conclusion
Several far-reaching issues and themes have come forth in this chapter. The most 
significant matter has challenged the inaccurate belief that the Supreme Court 
decision of 1954 held meaning and association for the South alone. This conceded, 
the extent to which the Supreme Court decision actually applied to segregated 
education in the North was very much open to question at the time. The Detroit 
school administration insisted that the outcome of segregated student bodies surfaced 
inadvertently from 'natural' segregated housing arrangements. Notwithstanding this, 
it became increasingly clear in the mid-1950s that the Detroit school administration 
was, in fact, pursuing a calculated policy that resulted in the segregation of black and 
white students and staff School boundaries, therefore determined racial boundaries 
in Detroit and clearly pointed to the relevance of the Supreme Court decision of 
Brown v. Board of Education outside the South. However, what differentiated the 
Birmingham experience from that of Detroit was the pattern of response to Brown. 
While an appreciable section of the white community resisted efforts to overturn 
what was essentially a segregated school system in Detroit, its opposition pales into 
insignificance when compared to what happened in Birmingham after Brown.
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The experience of the NAACP in Birmingham and Detroit further points to 
differences between the civil rights movements. White supremacists in the South 
entered into a ferocious war to crush the NAACP. Whilst the former NAACP 
activists did not vanish entirely from sight, they took a back seat to other 
organisations like the ACHMR and turned their focus to quieter activity on the voter 
registration front. In contrast, the Detroit NAACP with a membership over twenty 
thousand in the late 1950s, procured itself a place as the principal member in the 
Association. By accusing it of radicalism and by elevating it as the chief danger to 
white supremacy, the South immensely raised the stance of the NAACP amid 
African Americans in Detroit. Those who had suspected its competence in previous 
times now hurried to sign up as members and fund its ventures. In short, while the 
southern assault on the NAACP in Birmingham had the result of pushing the group 
under ground, it helped to heighten the status of the organisation as an outstanding 
civil rights agency in Detroit.
This chapter has additionally, challenged the common assumption among historians 
that the civil rights leadership of the late 1950s signalled a departure from 
established black protest in Birmingham and Detroit. Admittedly, this period in civil 
rights history saw the development of civil rights groups other than the NAACP, 
namely the ACMHR in Birmingham and the TULC in Detroit. Far from disputing 
the authority of the NAACP, these new organisations shared a universal membership 
and resources. Comparably, despite the fact that both cities seasoned student-led 
action against racial discrimination in public amenities and services, it did not signal 
an abrupt shift from traditional black protest. While the student anti-discrimination 
committee in Birmingham adapted more direct action tactics to challenge lunch 
counter discrimination in downtown stores, it continued to identify voter registration 
as a substantial part of its programme. In Detroit, the campaign of direct action taken 
up by TULC members working within the NAACP had, in fact, more to say about 
continuity than about change. Direct action against racial discrimination in
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restaurants, had been a long-established agenda followed by the Detroit NAACP 
Youth Council and the Socialist Workers Party in the early 1960s.
Another matter obsen/ed in the chapter centred upon the relationship between the 
national and local movements in both cities. The NAACP in both cities followed an 
active campaign against racial discrimination in the work place, the hiring of blacks 
as police officers, registration and voting, in addition to segregated education. Not 
only do we find that local people had their own agenda, but in some cases 
foreshadowed national movements. For example, it has been demonstrated that 
discrimination within labour unions was questioned in Birmingham some two years 
before the national NAACP labour secretary began his assault. In addition, to 
variance in agenda and timing of movements, this chapter has also shown that on 
some occasions, local branches disregarded the national directive and allowed local 
relations to take precedence over national policy. As illustrated, for instance, by the 
relationship between organised labour and the NAACP in Detroit, where the local 
chapter was concerned not to permit the predicament encountered by the national 
organisation from tampering with its own congenial relations with the local labour 
movement.
Finally, while civil rights activity in both Birmingham and Detroit spotlighted the 
question of discrimination in public amenities together with discrimination against 
black applicants in white-collar work, it did little to advance the economic status of 
the black poor and unemployed. Although the emphasis on racial discrimination 
provided a powerful rallying cry for the African-American community as a whole, 
most of whom had experienced racial prejudice in the workplace, it left unchallenged 
the growing class divisions among blacks in both cities.
There were, however, significant differences between the two cities with regard to 
dynamics within the African American community. Birmingham saw the rise of a 
civil rights leadership that drew its support primarily from the African-American 
church. In contrast, Detroit saw the emergence of a leadership that drew its strength
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not from the church, but from professional civil rights organisations, like the 
Cotillion Club, the NAACP and the TULC. Dynamics of gender brought forward 
even greater distinctions. The movement in Birmingham saw the intense 
participation of African-American women activists, especially in voter registration 
work, while Detroit saw greater involvement in the movement by African-American 
men. While there are clearly several possible explanations for this difference, 
research has indicated that there was a direct relationship between the nature of 
racial discrimination and the gender of those involved in addressing it.
By the early 1960s, the colour line was still securely intact against most African 
Americans, North and South. While all blacks suffered the stigma, the injustice and 
inconvenience of rigid segregation in public places, most still did not vote and most 
still occupied the bottom rungs of the economic ladder. Although the NAACP's legal 
strategies had established important principles, they could not secure immediate and 
effective implementation of voting rights, and desegregation in schools, on buses or 
lunch counters. To break the deadlock in race relations and to mount a more 
fundamental challenge to Jim Crow, African Americans needed a strategy of protest 
which employed tactics with greater mass appeal to arouse and effectively address 
the discontent that remained. The manner in which this emerged in Birmingham and 
Detroit will be the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter Six; The Modern Civil Rights Movement 1961-1965
Much changed in the United States and the struggle for civil rights during the 
early 1960s. African Americans sensed that significant advancement was near at 
hand, but many were impatient for its coming. The community began to fracture, 
with growing numbers joining the ranks of the Black Nationalists and calling for 
violent retaliation against police brutality. Civil rights leaders pushed harder to 
force the federal government to act, and white segregationists became 
increasingly desperate in their attempt to maintain the racial status quo. When the 
Southern Christian Leadership Council (SCLC) organised demonstrations in 
Birmingham in April 1963, Eugene Bull Connor ordered police officers to turn 
on the fire hoses and use police dogs to break up the marches. The scenes of 
police brutality shocked the nation. ^  The South, remained the focus of civil rights 
action in 1963, but demonstrations started to occur across the country. On June 
23, 1963, local activists in Detroit organised a Walk to Freedom. With some 
125,000 peaceful demonstrators participating, including state and city officials, 
the walk proved a tremendous success. Dr Martin Luther King Jr led the 
procession and gave a rousing oration at its climax. He spoke of the 
Emancipation Proclamation and black struggle, of segregation and violence in 
Birmingham and of a "magnificent new militancy within the Negro community 
across the nation."^ But at the same time drew attention to the hope "that right 
here in Detroit, a Negro will be able to buy a house or rent a house anywhere that 
their money will carry them."^ The struggle for civil rights in the South appealed 
to a sense of morality that transcended regional boundaries. The dramatic events, 
which punctuated the southern civil rights movement in places like Birmingham,
' Tavlor Branch. Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-1963 
(New York: Touchstone, 1988), pp. 756-845.
 ^"Partial Text of Speech by Rev. M. L. King," Michigan Chronicle June 29,
1963. See also "We March for Freedom Now," Michigan Chronicle June 8, 1963; 
"City Mobilizes in Support of Demonstration," Michigan Chronicle June 15, 
1963; and "Parade Highlights: Walk to Freedom Drew Many Types" Michigan 
Chronicle June 29, 1963.
 ^"Partial Text of Speech by Rev. M. L. King," Michigan Chronicle June 29,
1963. See also "City Negroes Aim for Full Integration," Detroit News June 25, 
1963; and "125,000 Rally in Detroit to Protest Discrimination," New York Times 
June 24, 1963.
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especially the demonstrations of spring 1963, became an impetus for activism in 
northern cities like Detroit.
The events of the period from 1962 through to 1965, particularly those of 1963 in 
Birmingham, have been covered in most writings on the civil rights movement. 
Numerous accounts have assigned historical significance to the Birmingham 
demonstrations of 1963. For example. Eves on the Prize, the PBS documentary 
that chronicled the civil rights years, concluded that events in Birmingham 
marked the turning point in the civil rights movement."  ^ Encouraged by the 
Birmingham protests, African Americans all over the South carried direct action 
into scores of other cities. They picketed, they sat down, sat in, were arrested, and 
filled the jails. Within three months of the Birmingham protests, 800 boycotts, 
marches and sit-ins had taken place in over 200 cities across the South.^ The 
Birmingham campaign of 1963 also succeeded in encouraging the federal 
government to intervene in support of African Americans and was instrumental 
in the introduction of the bill that would become the Civil Rights Bill of 1964.  ^
For two years the administration had depended on mild executive orders as a way 
of advancing civil rights. Public revulsion and national outrage to events in 
Birmingham compelled the President to take more assertive legislative action.
Locally, the negotiated agreement that emerged as a result of the Birmingham 
demonstrations represented the city’s first substantive break with racial
Public Broadcasting Company, Eves on the Prize: America's Civil Rights Years 
(Boston, Massachusetss: Blackside, Inc, WGBH, 1986).
 ^ David Coldfield, Black, White and Southern: Race Relations and Southern 
Culture 1940 to the Present (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1990), p. 141. See also Jack M. Bloom, Class Race and the Civil Rights 
Movement (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 177; 
Glenn Eskew, “The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights and the 
Birmingham Struggle for Civil Rights” in David Garrow (editor), Birmingham, 
Alabama: The Black Struggle for Civil Rights 1956-1965 (Brooklyn, New York: 
Carlson Publishing, 1989), p. 11.
 ^Aldon D. Morris, “Centuries of Black Protest: The Significance for America 
and the World” in Herbert Hill and James Jones (editors). Race in America: The 
Struggle for Equality (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993), p.85. See 
also Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and Martin Luther King JR (Athens & London:
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segregation. Beginning in the early decades after the city’s founding, separation 
of the races in public places had initially been established by custom, but by the 
mid-1920s, it had become the law in Birmingham. Legal segregation extended 
into nearly every facet of life, and where laws were lacking, custom had 
continued to prevail. The settlement of 1963 put an end to this.^ The agreement 
negotiated ensured that lunch counters restrooms and drinking fountains would 
be desegregated within a specified time period and guaranteed the employment of 
African Americans on a non-discriminatory basis. Demonstrators who had been 
jailed were to be released without having to put up bail and finally, a biracial 
committee would be established to keep communications open between the white 
and black communities.^
On the other hand, it can be argued that the Birmingham demonstrations had little 
impact on the local struggle for civil rights. Though a superb example of how to 
run a direct action demonstration, the Birmingham project “resulted in a 
compromise that brought the city’s Negroes not freedom now, but token 
concessions that later were not carried out.”  ^Birmingham blacks settled for less 
than their original demands. The agreement had provided for desegregation 
within ninety days of lunch counters and restrooms in large downtown stores, 
whereas local blacks had sought immediate desegregation. Similarly, the 
negotiated agreement allowed for the release of all blacks who had been arrested.
University of Georgia Press, 1987), p. 134; August Meier and Elliot Rudwick 
From Plantation to Ghetto (London: Constable and Co, 1970) p.268 
 ^ Robert Gaines Corley “The Quest for Racial Harmony: Race Relations in 
Birmingham, 1947-1963” (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979), 
pu»77
 ^ "Dr King's Announcement of Birmingham Agreement," May 10, 1963, 
(Manuscripts Division, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Madison,) Smith 
Donald Recordings, Tape 4, Side 1, Part 1. See also Aldon Morris, The Origins 
of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organising for Change (New 
York: The Free Press, 1984) p.250.
 ^ Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and Martin Luther King JR (Athens and London: 
University of Georgia Press, 1987), p. 129.
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for demonstrating only after the payment of bail, whereas locals blacks had 
demanded dismissal of all charges.
In fact, it can be argued that the civil rights campaigns in Birmingham in the 
early 1960s had the effect of stiffening white resistance to racial change. Rather 
than calmly preparing to accept the desegregation of local public schools in 
September 1963, Birmingham's white citizens remained intransigent in their 
opposition. The National States Rights Party organised disruptive demonstrations 
at the three schools, which were desegregated on September 4, 1963.*  ^Calm was 
shattered again on September 15, by the explosion of the Sixteenth Street Baptist 
Church, which had served as a centre for many of the spring demonstrations. 
Huddled together beneath a pile of masonry debris were the bodies of four girls. 
This event distressed and angered the black community who demanded an 
investigation into the deaths of the girls. Although an investigation took place, 
the perpetrators were never identified, and the black community was again left 
with the feeling that justice had alluded them. While events in Birmingham 
indicated an under representation of power in official positions for Birmingham 
blacks, political events in Detroit were giving rise to a feeling of optimism 
among African Americans in that city.
With the election of Jerome Cavanagh in 1962, in large part due to black votes, it 
appeared that a new day had dawned for Detroit’s black population.The most
Anthony Lewis and Contributors to the New York Times, The Second 
American Revolution: A First Hand Account for The Struggle for Civil Rights 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1964), p. 184.
“ Lee E. Bains, “Birmingham 1963: Confrontation over Civil Rights” in David 
Garrow (editor), Birmingham. Alabama 1956-1963 and the Struggle for Civil 
Rights (Brooklvn. New York: Carlson Publishing, 1989), p.236.
Robert Gaines Corley, “The Quest for Racial Harmony," p.283.
"Birmingham after the Bombing," U.S. News and World Report (September 
1963), p. 38-40. David Levering Lewis, Martin Luther King Jr: A Critical
Biographv (New York: Praeger Publishing, 1970), p;.203 
As already discussed in the previous chapter, while white support was essential 
to Cavanagh’s election as mayor, in many ways it was the black community that 
had the greatest impact on the outcome. With the help of the NAACP and other 
black groups who campaigned on his behalf, Cavanagh carried 85 percent of the 
black vote. For further details see Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv: The 
Cavanagh Administration, Race Relations and the Detroit Riot of 1967 (Ann
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significant of Cavanagh’s early actions was the appointment of his first police 
commissioner, George Edwards. Edwards set in motion a series of reforms within 
the department, designed in his words to “tell the police that they didn’t have a 
constitutional right to automatically beat up Negroes on arrest.” *^ Economically,
blacks in Detroit gained markedly in income compared to blacks elcibcwhcre in the
nation between 1960 and 1965. The president of the Detroit NAACP observed 
that blacks were “eating a lot better” than anywhere else in the nation. 
Furthermore, as was typical of Detroit’s model city reputation, the housing of its 
black population could be favourably compared to that of blacks elsewhere in the 
nation. Between 1960 and 1967 the percentage of home ownership among black 
households in Detroit increased from 39 percent to 48 percent, the highest figure 
for blacks in the nation.
However, the ability of the mayor and his civilian police commissioner to 
influence police behaviour was limited, at best. Despite Edward’s efforts to wean 
his officers from the club and the gun, the brutality against blacks still prevailed 
in the Detroit Police Department. Furthermore, despite the decline in 
unemployment, blacks remained concerned about seniority and promotion.
Arbour: University of Michigan Press, 1989), p. 16. See also Angela Dillard 
“From the Reverend Charles A. Hill to the Reverend Albert Cleage Jr: Change 
and Continuity in the Patterns of Civil Rights Mobilisations in Detroit, 1935- 
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the Motor City,” (PhD Dissertation, Princeton University, 1995), p.69.
Cited in B. J. Widick, “Cavanagh and the Limits of Reform” in Henrickson 
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Viking Press, 1994), p. 156
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for nonwhites. Statistics taken from the Permanent Subcommittee on 
Investigations of the Senate Committee on Government Operations, Riots. Civil 
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Complaints filed with the NAACP and the Michigan Civil Rights Commission 
between 1960 and 1965 indicated that white employers were still actively 
resisting admitting blacks to higher paying occupations^ In addition, if black 
housing in Detroit was good compared to black housing elsewhere, it was very 
bad compared to white housing in the city. In testifying before the Civil Rights 
Commission, Richard Marks stated that the overall character of the housing 
market remained one of racial restriction.^® Schools also remained racially 
segregated. In March 1962 the Committee on Equal Educational opportunities, 
issued a long awaited report, which found a clear pattern of racial discrimination 
in the assignment of teachers and principles to schools throughout the city.
In 1963, Detroit was nationally viewed as a progressive city in matters of race. 
The New York Times reported that it "probably had more going for it than any 
other major city in the North .Indeed,  the city had a comparatively large black 
middle class; blacks had better paying jobs, higher incomes and a higher standard 
of living than the average for blacks in the nation.^  ^ As the growing number of 
urban riots became a national concern in the mid-1960s, Detroit did not hesitate 
to take credit for remaining riot free. However, as the decade progressed, it soon 
became clear that the city actually had serious housing, education, employment 
and police community relations' problems. Its reputation as a model city was 
inflated, but the favourable image gave its black and white leaders a false sense 
of confidence that they could cope with any difficulty. According to the head of
Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv. p. 105.
Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv. p.71. See also Heather Ann 
Thompson, “Rethinking the Politics of White Flight in the Postwar City: Detroit 
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Printing Office, 1961), p.l 93
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the National Urban League, Detroit was on its way to becoming a "demonstration 
city in the area of race relations.
On July 23, 1967 in the middle of a summer heat wave, the police decided to raid 
a 'blind pig', an illegal after hours saloon on Twelfth Street in the centre of one of 
Detroit’s largest black neighbourhoods. By four in the morning, an hour after the 
raid, nearly 200 people attracted by the commotion behind the saloon, had 
gathered to watch the proceedings. As the arrested shouted allegations of police 
brutality, tempers rose. The crowds began to jeer and to throw bottles, beer cans 
and rocks at the police. By 8 am a crowd of more than 300 had gathered and law 
enforcement officers could no longer contain the peace.^  ^ After five days of 
violence, 43 people were dead; 30 of them killed by law enforcement officers. 
Almost overnight, the problems changed from overcrowding to physical 
destruction of homes and businesses.^^
Therefore, like the movement in Birmingham, the civil rights movement in 
Detroit left a mixed picture of achievements and disappointments. On the 
positive side, there had been marked improvement in police-community relations, 
blacks were economically better off than they had been in the 1950s, and there 
was a marked improvement in housing available to blacks. However, as 
discussed above, despite efforts to eradicate it, police brutality remained a major 
problem for Detroit’s black community. Similarly, although the unemployment 
rate fell considerably among blacks, lack of seniority and promotion continued to 
frustrate many. While there was additional housing available, whites continued to 
resist the movement of blacks into the suburbs and the integration of public 
schools.
24 Whitney M. Young, February 6, 1966, cited in Detroit Riot Scrap Book, 
Michigan Historical Collections, Bentley Historical Library, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbour.
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The mixed picture of achievements and limitations that characterised the civil 
rights movement in Birmingham and Detroit leads one to ask two important 
questions. What factors contributed most to the successful outcome of the civil 
rights movement and what factors inhibited the movement from going any further 
than it did. Both questions will be examined in light of the local context, 
dynamics within the African-American community and the NAACP.
The Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham 
National Context
In drawing attention to the importance of the national context, one needs to examine 
the significance of Dr Martin Luther King Jr and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) during the Birmingham demonstrations of April-May 1963. 
The SCLC chose to target Birmingham, as a place for its campaign, for certain 
strategic reasons. Apart from the organisational ties between the ACMHR and the 
SCLC and the warm friendship of Dr King and Reverend Fred Shuttleworth, the 
racism of the city was typical.^  ^SCLC believed that due to the city's reputation as 
one of the harshest, most oppressed and terror-ridden cities in America, success in 
Birmingham would represent a symbolic victory over segregation throughout the 
land. As Dr King observed in the year following the Birmingham demonstrations: 
"We believed that while a campaign in Birmingham would surely be the toughest 
fight of our civil rights careers, if could, if successful, break the back of segregation 
all over the nation... A victory there might well set forces in motion to change the 
entire course of the drive for freedom and justice".^^
Extensive preparation went on before the campaign was launched officially. All 
potential demonstrators in Birmingham were required to attend workshops on non­
violence. These training sessions, which were conducted by the SCLC staff 
members, included socio-dramas designed to prepare the volunteers for some of the
^^Aldon D Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities 
Organizing For Change (New York: The Free Press, 1984), p.252.
28Cited in Jack M Bloom, Class, Race and the Civil Rights Movement p. 174.
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confrontations they could expect to face during the demonstrations/^ Furthermore, 
it was decided that protests should be focused on specific injustices rather than on 
segregation generally. In Birmingham, the aim was to by-pass the city's elected 
leaders and to put the pressure on the downtown merchants. Project C was 
essentially directed at the section of the local power structure that was directly 
involved in the areas of the desegregation demands - the downtown retail 
merchants.^® To achieve this, it was decided that protestors would adopt two 
converging strategies against the downtown retail establishments. First, since the 
black community in Birmingham possessed a significant amount of economic 
power, a black boycott of white - owned stores was to be conducted during the first 
part of the direct action programme. The second strategy was protest through mass 
demonstrations. '^
In the previous chapter it was pointed out that the ACMHR had a difficult time 
uniting all segments of Birmingham's black community behind the organisation. 
Disunity between black leaders was still a problem in 1963. Most of the middle- 
class blacks in Birmingham refused to get involved in the local civil rights struggle 
and initially failed to support the direct action programme.Realising that 
problems did exist within the black community. Dr King made a concerted effort 
during the first week of the Birmingham campaign to gamer the support of local 
black businessmen. Apart from leading the organisational meetings with local 
leaders. Dr King provided an intangible asset to the Birmingham Project - his 
charismatic personality. Largely as a result of this. Dr King was able to mend some 
of the deep divisions that existed in Birmingham's black community. Dr King's 
stature "as a charismatic leader helped to bring about internal cohesion in 
Birmingham.
^^ Lee Bains, "Birmingham 1963; Confrontation over Civil Rights," in David 
Garrow (editor), Birmingham, Alabama, 1956-1963 and the Stmggle For Civil 
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Besides his successful actions in relation to the local black community, Dr King 
played a vital role in ensuring that the Birmingham events would have a national 
impact. SCLC's decision to target Birmingham made that city central to a 
significant story in 1963.^ "' In that year, it sometimes appeared as if nothing was 
happening in the country except in Birmingham that nearly all of the country's civil 
rights activity was taking place in that beleaguered city. Actually, there were some 
930 protest demonstrations taking place in the South a lone.T he only difference 
between these protest movements and the Birmingham campaign was that King and 
SCLC accepted Reverend Fred Shuttleworth's invitation to protest in Birmingham. 
With the presence of Dr King, Birmingham had become the demonstration 
showcase; the city that seemed to have at least as many reporters and television 
camera people as policemen. Dr King's presence legitimised the Birmingham 
movement. Although Shuttleworth had fought for years, the media were not 
drawn to him or any other local black leader. They were, however, attracted by the 
articulate Dr King, whose rhetorical style seemed perfect for television. He 
explained the complex philosophy of non-violent passive resistance in 
understandable, morally simple terms that seemed to evoke national responses 
throughout the country. In brief, without the presence of King and the SCLC, 
Birmingham may have been a campaign with little confrontation and even less 
media attention.
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University of Oregon, 1990), p.51-52.
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On the national level, the Birmingham campaign of 1963 succeeded in encouraging 
the federal government to intervene in support of a black protestor and was 
instrumental in the introduction of the bill that would become the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. Prior to the spring of 1963, the Kennedy administration had at best a mixed 
record on civil rights. '^' The primary involvement of the administration in civil 
rights prior to the spring of 1963 was through events rather than planning, through 
necessity rather than philosophy, through emergency rather than deliberation. 
Stimulated to action by the sympathetic national reaction to the massive 
confrontations between Birmingham police and civil rights demonstrators, the 
federal government was compelled to intervene directly in Birmingham. In response 
to the demonstrations there. President Kennedy went on nation-wide television and 
radio in June of 1963 and declared "We preach freedom around the world, and we 
mean it...Now the time has come for this nation to fulfil its prom ise.D uring the 
demonstrations, Burke Marshall, head of the Justice Department's Civil Rights 
Division was sent to Birmingham to mediate between the protestors and the white 
power structure. The very presence of Marshall in Birmingham underlined the 
seriousness with which the administration viewed the crisis."'®
In fact, it is clear that the Birmingham demonstrations in 1963 also played a 
decisive role in persuading the Kennedy administration to introduce civil rights 
legislation. For two years the administration had depended on mild executive 
manipulations as a way of advancing civil rights. However, public revulsion and 
national outrage to events in Birmingham, compelled the President to take more 
assertive action towards civil rights."" There was a direct connection, therefore, 
between SCLC's demonstrations and the introduction of the Civil Rights Bill."'^  On
38 Lee Bains, "Birmingham 1963: Confrontation over Civil Rights," p.238.
^^Aldon D. Morris, "Centuries of Black Protest: Its Significance for America and the 
World," p.85.
"""Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality (New York: McGraw Hill 
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June 19, 1963, Kennedy introduced in Congress the legislation that was to become 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Contemporaries agreed that Birmingham transformed the 
political climate so that civil rights legislation became feasible, before it had been 
impossible. Commenting upon the Birmingham demonstrations, Roy Wilkins noted 
that what happened in Birmingham during the spring of 1963 contributed to the 
political education of Kennedy's administration on civil rights: "I see the 
Birmingham episodes as clinching the business that we had to have legislation."
However, there is also much to suggest that the Birmingham demonstrations had 
little impact on the local black civil rights struggle. For example, it can be asserted 
that Dr King approached Birmingham with the objective of achieving federal 
commitment to the civil rights movement. Thus, a complete victory in Birmingham 
did not matter to Dr King, as long as the movement appeared successful nationally 
and forced President Kennedy to act."'"' When black violence broke out on May 8, 
1963, it was clear that the SCLC could no longer control the demonstrations, and 
that subsequent violence would threaten the peaceful image of Dr King. Therefore, 
with local victory in reach, but national victory in hand. Dr King stopped the 
demonstrations in order to negotiate a settlement. In his 1970 memoir, James 
Forman asserted that SCLC stopped short of victory because "people had become 
too militant for the government's liking and Dr King's image. In short, while the 
events in Birmingham signalled a national victory for Dr King and the SCLC, a 
local victory remained in question.
Furthermore, if one measures the Birmingham demonstrations by their objectives, 
then the results are disappointing. Though a superb example of how to run a direct 
action demonstration, the Birmingham project "resulted in a compromise that 
brought the city's Negroes not 'Freedom Now' but token concessions that later were
""^ Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America p. 134.
"""" Glenn Eskew “The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights and the 
Birmingham Struggle for Civil Rights,” in David Garrow (editor), Birmingham, 
Alabama: The Black Struggle for Civil Rights 1956-1965 (Brooklyn, New York: 
Carlson Publishing, 1989), p.92.
45 Cited in Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America p. 129.
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not carried out.""'® Dr King had consented to stop the demonstrations for the vaguest 
of promises."'  ^With no timetable for desegregation and no specific details of how 
many blacks were to be hired, the agreement depended almost entirely on the good 
will of the white merchants, in which Reverend Shuttleworth, with good reason, had 
very little trust. No sooner had the truce been signed than the merchants attempted 
to backtrack. On May 15, announcing his own version of the terms, Birmingham 
business leader, Sydney Smyer, held that stores were to desegregate not ninety days 
hence, but ninety days after the new city government took office. As a result, the 
biracial committee did not meet until October."'  ^Other parts of the agreement were 
simply not realised; for example, the employment of black policeman remained an 
unfulfilled promise for the next ten years. In short, SCLC won "token concessions 
that were later not carried out"."'^
Above all, intervention by King and the SCLC in the end did more harm than good. 
Dr King disarmed a struggle by the local people, replaced their leader with his 
friends and left town with the national victory, while claiming local success.^ ® 
When Reverend Shuttleworth and four other activist ministers formed the ACMHR 
out of a chronic need for leadership within the black commun^, they had received 
little support from the black middle class. When Dr King arrived in Birmingham to 
lead the campaign, he gave the authority to negotiate the movement's demands to an 
advisory committee composed of the black middle class. By controlling the 
negotiations, the members of the black bourgeois limited reforms to those that 
largely satisfied the concerns of that group. When Dr King agreed to the negotiated 
truce, he gave the power entrusted to him by Reverend Shuttleworth to the black
August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, From Plantation to Ghetto p. 268.
Steven F. Lawson, Running For Freedom, Civil Rights, Black Politics in America 
Since 1941 (Philadelphia Temple University Press, 1991), p. 93.
Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America p. 132.
Adam Fairclough To Redeem the Soul of America p. 129. See also Anthony 
Lewis and Contributors to the New York Times, The Second American 
Revolution p. 184.
Glenn Eskew “The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights and the 
Birmingham Struggle for Civil Rights” p. 193.
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bourgeois, who used it to control the black masses/' Instead of reforms from 
below, an alignment of the city's black and white upper classes limited the success 
of the local movement and assured that little would be done to improve the 
condition of the black underclass.
Local Context
Recently, a number of social scientists have contended that Dr King chose 
Birmingham because of the presence of its Police Commissioner, Eugene Bull 
Connor. As Doug McAdam has stated, the SCLC's methods of selecting a site 
included a consideration of those places where the local power structure "was 
clumsy and arrogant." Birmingham with Connor fulfilled this condition 
admirably. In fact, the Birmingham campaign might very well have failed if the 
city had followed the pattern of legalistic control of Albany. There, the police 
chief worked hard to maintain a humane image, convincing people that he was 
only doing what was necessary to maintain law and order.^  ^ However, few can 
forget May 3, 1963, the date Connor singularly guaranteed the success of the 
Birmingham movement when he used fire hoses and police dogs to disperse 
black students protesting against racial segregation.^"'
The two days of violence placed Birmingham on every front page and television 
screen in the nation. When Connor responded with force in the form of 
firehouses and clubs, he did so in front of newsmen, who promptly transmitted it 
to the public. Americans viewed the brutality of the struggle in the South on their 
living room screens for the first time and were shocked. Graphic scenes of fire 
hoses and of police dogs attacking crowds of people, who in the eyes of most
Glenn Eskew, “The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights and the 
Birmingham Struggle for Civil Rights” p. 193.
Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black insurgencv 
1930-1970 (Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 178 
Steven Barkan, “Legal Control of the Southern Civil Rights Movement” 
American Sociological Review (August 1984), Vol. 49, No. 4, p. 552-559.
Lionel Lokos cited in Enrique Rigsby, “A Rhetorical Clash with the 
Established Order," p. 36.
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people had done nothing wrong, raised national revulsion/^ Perhaps all would 
have gone to naught had not the national media chosen to cover the Birmingham 
demonstrations as fully as they did. The news media, and especially television 
news, helped the Birmingham movement to succeed.^® In fact, the Birmingham 
demonstrations may well have been lost if the newspapers and cameramen had 
not decided to cover the Birmingham stoiy. Acknowledging the role that the 
Birmingham police commissioner had played in bringing in the federal 
government. President Kennedy was reported as saying: “the civil rights 
movement owes Bull Connor as much as it owes Abraham Lincoln.
Historians like Aldon Morris, however, challenge the notion that the main 
strategy in Birmingham was to have the demonstrators beaten up by Bull Connor 
and his police force, thereby eliciting federal intervention and the nation's outrage 
and sympathy. To the contrary, it is argued that Birmingham was successful 
because the movement was able to pressure the economic elite through an 
effective economic boycott and massive demonstrations that disrupted the city at 
its core.^  ^The aim was to by-pass the city's elected leaders and put pressure on 
the section directly involved in the movement's demands - the downtown retail 
merchants. To achieve this, it was decided that protestors would adopt two 
converging strategies: boycotts of white-owned stores and mass demonstrations 
at the core of the city’s business district.®  ^ The drama of the confrontation 
reached its height on May 7, when business in downtown Birmingham was
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also Susan Bramlett, “Southern v. Northern Newspaper Coverage of a Race 
Crisis, The Lunch Counter Sit-in Movement, 1960-1964,” (PhD Dissertation, 
Indiana University, 1987). Bonnie Lou Ross, “Interpretations of the Black Civil 
Rights Movement in the Black and White Press,” (PhD Dissertation, University 
of California, 1985). Ruben Burney, “Newspaper Coverage of the Early 1960s 
Civil Rights Movement” (MA Thesis, Michigan State University, 1983).
Cited in Enrique Rigsby, “Rhetorical Clash with the Established Order," p.35.
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brought to a halt. As Reverend Edward Gardner recalled: "they found out that we 
were determined when we marched downtown, marching in every department 
store, every eating joint, and tied everything up, all the traffic, everything was at 
a standstill.”®®
As the demonstrations continued unabated and tensions mounted, merchants 
became increasingly concerned as their retail sales plunged downward. Potential 
investors simply refused to locate in a city with an image of reaction, bigotry and 
poor race relations.®' It was this realisation that civil unrest was bad for business 
that convinced the business leaders to accept many of the social changes sought 
by the civil rights demonstrators. Responding to the threat of demonstrations, a 
small group of businessmen, led by Sidney Smyer made contact with local civil 
rights leaders and began serious negotiations.®  ^ It was the participation of 
members of Birmingham's economic power structure - that is, white industrial, 
banking and other business leaders on the Senior Citizens Committee, which 
provided the most significant source in the negotiations. ®^
However, the extent to which one can credit the success of the Birmingham 
movement to the white business sector alone has to be measured against material 
that suggests this very group did more to inhibit racial change. With no 
programme for desegregation and no definite decision on how many blacks were 
to be hired, the settled deal relied, without exception, on the heartiness of the 
white merchants, in which the black community, with warrant, had very little 
trust. No sooner had the truce been signed than the merchants attempted to 
abandon what they had agreed to. On May 15, announcing his own version of the 
terms, Smyer made it clear that stores were to desegregate not over ninety days 
but ninety days after the new city government took office. Consequently, the 
biracial committee did not meet until October 1963. Other sections of the deal
"Author's Interview with Reverend Edward Gardner," Birmingham, Alabama 
February 13, 1996.
Lee E. Bains, “Birmingham 1963: Confrontation over Civil Rights,” p.205- 
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were merely not executed; for example, the employment of black policemen
stayed an unsatisfied promise for the next ten years. 64
It also is important not to overlook a third factor that proved to be essential in the 
final stages of the negotiations - the part played by the UAW-CIO. According to 
Kevin Boyle, the automobile workers union played a large part in the 1963 
breakthrough in Birmingham. Its contribution to the Birmingham campaign, 
Boyle observed, was not historical but financial.®  ^During the first week of May 
1963, Burke Marshall fashioned an agreement between Birmingham’s moderate 
white business leaders and civil rights movement leaders. The agreement met 
most of the movement's demands, but a final settlement was prevented on the 
refusal of the businessmen to grant amnesty to the hundreds of Birmingham 
citizens still in jail.
Keen to bring a close to the crisis in Birmingham, Robert Kennedy contacted the 
director of the AFL-CIO Industrial Union Department, explaining that the 
administration could think of nowhere else to turn for the funds to cover bail 
money. When the $160,000 was raised. Police Commissioner Connor insisted 
that it be paid in cash, so Irving Bluestone and William Oliver hand-delivered the 
money, hidden in money belts strapped under their shirts. The next day King 
announced that an agreement had been reached with the business community. As 
Birmingham activist, Edward Gardner remembered, “The demonstrators had to 
stay in jail, until we could make arrangements. So we made the arrangements 
with the United Auto Workers, we got Walter Reuther to let us have the money, 
put the money up for all those in jail.”®®
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August Meier and Elliot, Rudwick From Plantation to Ghetto, p.203.
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The suggestion that the movement's only chance of winning was to trigger 
unprovoked white violence against the demonstrators so that the federal 
government would have no choice but to force local leaders to meet the demands 
of the movement, is somewhat far-fetched and simplistic. Commissioner Connor 
certainly made the impact greater, but the dynamics would have taken effect 
without Connor and the dogs, because the economic boycott proved so 
successful. At the same time it is also worthwhile not to over credit the part 
played by the economic leaders. To be sure, business leaders were not suddenly 
converted to the cause of black civil rights. Indeed, as indicated above, they 
attempted to back track on some of the original agreements negotiated. 
Moreover, it required intervention by a northern labour organisation to bring 
about a closure to the agreements under negotiation. On balance, most business 
leaders viewed Birmingham's racial problems in terms of community stability 
and social order. In the past, these leaders had hoped to control black discontent 
and channel it into constructive paths, while at the same time maintaining 
segregation. But by 1963, the black demands for desegregation had reached the 
point where they not only threatened the economic vitality of Birmingham, but its 
social order as well.
Archival material also points to internal dynamics within the African-American 
community as having the greatest impact on the successful outcome of the civil 
rights movement. In particular, these collections draw attention to the importance 
of the black church, a unified black community across class lines, and the 
participation by children and black youth.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Religion made a significant contribution to the direct action movement in 
Birmingham in two important ways. First, religious symbolism was used to 
portray the movement as "god's movement." A major reason why the civil rights 
demonstrations were planned for the Easter season was the religious symbolism 
of individual suffering in order to promote a greater cause. Similarly, the decision
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by Dr King and Reverend Ralph Abernathy to be arrested and jailed on a Good 
Friday was made with the full knowledge of the deeper religious meaning that 
symbolised their action.®  ^ By posing the civil rights struggle in these religious 
terms, black leaders were able to gather an enthusiastic following among many in 
the church congregations.
The second contribution made by the black church was that it provided an 
institutional framework for the movement. The black churches were the power 
centres through which the Birmingham confrontation was organised and co­
ordinated.®  ^ During the Birmingham confrontation the SCLC held sixty-five 
consecutive nightly mass meetings. Unlike the children’s campaign that occurred 
for a specific period of time during the Birmingham movement, mass meetings 
occurred before, during and after the demonstrations. They served as gathering 
places through the week where information could be shared and encouragement 
could be received.®  ^As Rabbi Jacob Bloom recalled: “I don’t think I’ll ever get 
over what happened when we entered the Negro church that first sweltering 
evening. A rally was taking place there...there wasn’t a diy eye among us when 
they packed the church to sing the first verse of the freedom song, "We shall 
overcome.” ®^
In the effort to unify the black community behind the aims of the movement. 
King was assisted by a group of middle-class black women. According to Aldon 
Morris “women benefited enormously from the Birmingham demonstrations 
without absorbing a blow of one bully club or spending one night in jail.” '^ To 
the contraiy, evidence suggests that faced with the problem of mobilising middle
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class blacks in Birmingham, it was, according to the Pittsburgh Courier, a “small 
group of women who brought about what some locals look upon as a miracle. 
The newspaper report suggested that it was not so much the role played by Dr 
King which drew that section of the community into the movement, but rather the 
part played by a group of middle-class black women. As the Pittsburgh Courier 
report added “up to their ears in the movement” were Addine Drew, wife of a 
prosperous insurance salesman and Ruth Barefield, the wife of a successful 
physician.
Whatever the cause, the participation by the black middle class led some 
observers to comment upon a unified black community in Birmingham. In its 
coverage of the story, the New York Times reported that black people in 
Birmingham had “closed ranks behind the campaign as “appeals for unity were 
bringing pledges of support from many quarters.” "^' Veteran civil rights activist, 
Bayard Rustin, wrote in June 1963 about how black millionaire, A. G. Gaston, 
and others from the middle class, finally accommodated themselves to the mass 
pressure from below and joined the struggle.^^ Similarly, in his own recollections 
of the Birmingham campaign Dr King recalled: “Doctors marched with window 
cleaners, lawyers demonstrated with laundresses, PhD’s with non-PhD’s.”
While the idea of classless protestors made good rhetoric, it had little to do with 
reality. Indeed, the notion of an enthusiastic endorsement of the demonstrations 
as an unmatched symbol of grass roots protest involving all strata of the black 
community is overdone. The evidence from various sources, if anything, points
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in the other direction. King claimed that as many as 2,500 demonstrators were in 
jail at one point. In 1960 there were over 256,000 blacks in Jefferson County. By 
1963, there were probably closer to 260,000. The 2,500 that King said were jailed 
is an impressive figure by itself, but only represented one percent of the total 
black population at that time.^  ^One may assume that many others took part and 
were not jailed and that others still did not march, but actively supported the 
protest. But even with these additions, one wonders whether the total of those 
active amounted to a large percentage of the Birmingham black community. 
Even if one assumes that as many as 26,000 actually marched or actively 
supported the marches, this figure still represents only ten percent of the total 
population.^®
When Dr King arrived in Birmingham to lead the campaign he gave the authority 
to negotiate the movement’s demands to an advisory committee composed of the 
black middle class that had not participated in the movement. As Andrew Young 
later recalled: “The leadership fell right back into the hands of the middle class, 
who had not been involved at all.” '^ Emory Jackson drew attention to the 
resentment felt by the black community against those who had been “unwilling to 
go to jail and have never shown any interest in improving the lot of the Negro.
In fact, a significant proportion of the middle class had felt that the planned 
demonstrations were badly timed, and had initially opposed the Birmingham 
Campaign. The mayoral election of 1963 saw Albert Boutwell, long considered 
a moderate, run against Police Commissioner Bull Connor. Confident that a new 
government would bring progress in race relations many felt that the new 
Boutwell city government should have been given an opportunity to influence 
racial and social reform. As the New York Times reported in April 6, 1963, these
According to the US Bureau of Census the black population in Birmingham in 
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“black community leaders preferred to place their faith in the new Birmingham 
regime rather than King and his non-violent demonstrators.” '^
Instead, it can be argued that it was not so much a unified black community, led 
by Dr King and the black church, but the presence of black children and the 
threat of an underclass revolt that explains the success of the movement.
By the end of April, the demonstrations were running out of volunteers. While 
attendance at the mass meetings was higher than ever, the steady stream of 
volunteers prepared to face the possibility of being arrested and jailed had 
dwindled down to a few. The lack of support caused some within the SCLC to 
consider something rather controversial: the use of school children as 
protestors.A s Reverend Edward Gardner recalled, “We told the children, we 
were having a big party at Kelly Ingram Park, we didn’t tell the parents, these 
children saw segregation and how they were doing and decided to walk out of the 
schools.A lthough not part of the original plan, Birmingham school children, 
who apparently were not dampened by the prospect of serving time in jail, 
provided vital support for the revitalisation of the mass demonstrations.
In the end, mobilising the children saved the movement from collapse.^^ The 
news media responded in epic proportions. There had been a lull in coverage 
since King's release from jail. However, demonstrating children who were met 
with stiff opposition, provided plenty of material for reporters. In fact, the 
strategy of using children produced the sensational scenes that the movement had
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hoped for. Namely, children being attacked by dogs and knocked down by the 
force from fire hoses which symbolised cruel and inhumane punishment.^^ As 
local black leader, Gaston, observed at the time, the episodes involving violent 
acts against the children were working in favour of the protestors. The 
Birmingham police were no longer protecting the citizenry from “outside 
agitators,” who threatened white authority; citizens were now being protected 
from the defenceless, harmless local children.
Perhaps more importantly, while the demands of the Birmingham movement 
failed to address the needs of the underclass, the campaign itself led to the 
involvement of these poor and powerless blacks in the struggle. On May 12, two 
dynamite explosions destroyed the home of Dr King’s brother and blew out part 
of the Gaston Motel where Dr King and his aides were thought to be staying. 
These blasts sparked outraged blacks to take to the streets in retaliation. Riots 
raged out of control for more than three hours “as over twenty five hundred 
blacks joined the crowds that attacked police and firemen, wrecked scores of 
police and private automobiles and burned six small stores and a two storey 
apartment. Reverend Shuttleworth, leader of the ACMHR urging citizens to be 
calm, use restraint and not be “carried away by momentary passions,” reminded 
the city’s black citizens that “we have come thus far by faith not by violence. 
But the rioters felt their own lives had been in jeopardy for too long. Despite the 
protests of black leaders like Reverend Shuttleworth, "the people of
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Birmingham’s slums resisted injustice and oppression on their own terms, which
included rioting and attacking police. „91
In fact, it can be argued that it was not so much the Birmingham demonstrations, 
as much as the fear of black militancy that led to federal action and civil rights 
legislation. The administration did not simply respond to the moral outrage 
evoked by the civil rights movement, but was far more disturbed by the real 
threat of chaos and bloodshed as a result of the violent retaliation by Birmingham 
blacks. On May 19, a Washington dispatch to the New York Times summarised 
the situation when it asked what form the growing black protest would take: 
“Will it be the peaceful route of the Reverend Martin Luther King or will it be 
the road of Black Nationalism preached by the Black Muslims?”^^  A month later, 
on June 19, President Kennedy warned Congress that federal inaction would 
increase racial strife “causing the leadership on both sides to pass from the hands 
of reasonable and responsible men to players of hate and violence. Hence, the
“Civil Rights Bill was in large measure designed to get blacks off the streets to 
alleviate the threat of violence, and to strengthen the influence of responsible 
black leaders.”
In short, each group, whether the black church under the auspices of Dr King and 
the SCLC, young children or the underclass, brought different approaches, 
abilities and resources to bear on the struggle. The complex nature of the 
movement required that all be enlisted in order to achieve the desired progress. 
The black church served as a power centre through which the Birmingham 
confrontation was organised, the black children rescued the movement from 
collapse when volunteers were no longer forthcoming, and, most important, far
"Fighting Erupts at Birmingham," New York Times April 15, 1963. Robin D. 
G. Kelly, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics and the Black Working Class (New 
York: Free Press, 1994), p. 89.
New York Times May 19, 1963, cited in Anthony Lewis and Contributors to 
the New York Times, The Second American Revolution: a First Hand Account 
for the Struggle for Civil Rights (London: Faber and Faber, 1964), p. 185.
John F. Kennedy, cited in Steven F. Lawson, Black Ballots: Voting Rights in 
the South 1944-1969 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976), p. 296; 
"John F. Kennedy" (John F. Kennedy Library, Boston, Massachusetts), Civil 
Rights, 1963 Presidential Recordings, Tape 112, Item 6, Part 2.
366
367
from crippling the movement, tensions from militants facilitated the 
accomplishments of its goals. Without pressure from young black activists in the 
streets, leaders of the white establishment would have been less ready to 
negotiate with moderate civil rights leaders. As Andrew Young put it: “You must 
either give support to responsible Negro leadership or else irresponsible 
leadership will take over.”^^
Admittedly, a few of the city’s prominent black leaders participated in the protest 
marches and willingly went to jail. But the black elite usually participated in 
other ways. To understand the city's black elite informatively it is useful to 
briefly review the actions and attitudes of one of its members - Dr A. G. Gaston. 
A long time resident of Birmingham, Gaston held the position of the wealthiest 
black in Alabama. Despite his objections to the strategies employed by 
demonstrators, Gaston contributed a great deal to the civil rights movement. 
Once informed of the plans for the direct action programme, Gaston worked 
closely with the civil rights leaders during the months of preparation, providing 
accommodation, food and other essentials. Following the bombing of his home 
during the campaign, Gaston, pledged a sum of $5,000 towards the reward fund, 
noting that: “1 do not define the fire bombing of my home as any more dangerous 
than any of the other bombing incidents because the lives of my wife and myself 
were in v o lv e d .B u t rather he wished to obtain the conviction of the people 
involved in the “atrocities which have inflicted the Birmingham black 
community.”
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Not only did lawyers continue to play an important role in the civil rights 
movement but they carefully presented legal arguments in court and so played a 
large part in ending discrimination in public facilities and services.^^ The court 
heard Rov Hutchinson v. City of Birmingham, after Hutchinson had been 
arrested alongside other students for staging lunch counter sit-ins.This case, as 
Jack Greenberg wrote, could not be decided upon, as the previous cases had 
been, on the grounds that that there was no evidence of the crime charged having 
been committed. The circuit court ruled in favour of the city decision that the 
owners of the department store, being the owner of its premises had a full right to 
limit the use of their own premises as they saw fit, and that the students were 
trespassing on private property. The students were indeed on someone else’s 
property without permission or invitation, and save for the racial issue, would 
indeed have been trespassers. In an unprecedented action, local attorneys Arthur 
Shores and Orsell Billingsely challenged the constitutional basis of the ruling. 
Drawing attention to the fact that, at the time of the arrest, the students had 
accepted an invitation to enter and purchase articles from the store, but that they 
had not been allowed to obtain food service. They argued that the store could not 
segregate or refuse services on the basis of race, when all persons were otherwise 
served without discrimination.’^ ^
Lawyers were still needed, but the emergence of direct action as the main tactic 
meant that lawyers were reacting to challenge generated by other civil rights 
activists, rather than developing strategic litigation to undermine discrimination.
Mark. V. Tuhsnet, Making Civil Rights Law: Thurgood Marshall and the 
Supreme Court 1936-1961 (New York: Free Press, 1994), p.233.
N. P. Howell, “Transcript of Proceedings,” October 10, 1960, City of 
Birmingham v. Roy Hutchinson, in the Circuit Court of the Tenth Judicial Circuit 
of Alabama in and for Jefferson County, No. 20781, Orzell Billingsely Papers, 
unprocessed private collection.
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As Jack Greenberg explained, where previously "we had taken the initiative, 
carefully choosing the issues and area...now we had to respond to situations the 
demonstrators had created."”’^  Lawyers were most often called in after 
demonstrations, to defend the rights of protestors against criminal charges. The 
litigation was, therefore, primarily reactive and far more difficult to plan and 
control than the litigation that had been pursued in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Protestors demanded an end to segregation and when these demands were unmet, 
they engaged in direct action without much regard to whether or not the action 
was defensible within the current state of law.”’"’
Hence, there is much to suggest that the NAACP continued to serve an important 
function. Middle-class leaders, while not directly involved in the demonstrations, 
contributed to the movement by providing finances and accommodation. At the 
same time, a key group of former NAACP leaders played an important part in 
negotiations which endeavoured to meet the demands of the movement. Finally, 
NAACP lawyers continued to play active roles in the movement, defending those 
arrested and challenging the issues of racial discrimination in the courts. In fact, 
the relationship between litigation in the court and direct action in the streets was 
close. Legal proceedings by civil rights lawyers determined the nature of activity 
on the streets, while at other times, such activity shaped the legal arguments that 
were taken up in court. With the tactic of non-violent direct action, NAACP 
lawyers found themselves increasingly reacting to situations that were created by 
those involved in the demonstrations, marches and sit-ins.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Birmingham
Although the civil rights leadership continued to draw support and participation 
from the African-American church, African-American women, and the black 
middle class, far more significant a departure from the past was the involvement 
of Birmingham’s black children. Although not part of the original plan, 
Birmingham school children, apparently undaunted by the prospect of serving
Jack Greenberg, Crusaders in the Courts: How a Dedicated Bnad of Lawvers 
Fought for the Civil Rights Revolution (New York; Basic Books, 1994), p.369. 
Mark. V. Tuhsnet, Making Civil Rights Law p.306 and p. 313.
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time in jail, provided vital support for the revitalisation of the mass 
demonstrations. In the end, mobilising the children saved the movement from 
collapse. The Birmingham police were no longer shielding residents from 
“outside agitators,” who endangered white authority; citizens were now being 
protected from local children.
Another departure from the past, was the direct involvement of the federal 
government. The 1941 Executive Order through to the Truman proposals on civil 
rights in 1947 and the Supreme Court decision in 1954 all indicated that the 
federal government had indirectly intervened in southern race relations. 
However, it was not until the Birmingham demonstrations in 1963 that the 
federal government became directly involved in the defence of African-American 
civil rights. Prior to the spring of 1963, the Kennedy administration had at best a 
mixed record on civil rights. Television coverage of the clubbing and hosing in 
Birmingham stirred public indignation and revulsion among Americans, which in 
turn compelled the President and his administration to take more assertive action 
on civil rights.
In other ways there was much to suggest continuity in the civil rights movement. 
For example, there was nothing new about the strategy of persuading white 
businessmen that Birmingham’s hostile race relations were bad news for 
business. As the demonstrations and boycotts continued unabated in 1963, the 
city's industrial leaders became increasingly anxious to restore racial calm, as 
their retail sales plunged downward and potential investors refused to relocate to 
the city. Yet, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the beatings and the failure of 
the Police Department to protect the freedom riders in May 1961 had also produced 
an outburst of indignation among Birmingham's white business community. They 
were quick to recognise in 1963, as they had been two years earlier, the harm which 
such disorders could do to the city's fragile economy if they should continue, and 
had hastened to open lines of communication with the African-American 
community.
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The Civil Rights Movement in Detroit
National Context
Although the great movement of the sixties is historically regarded as a southern 
endeavour, Detroit enlisted in it early, long before 1963. With a turnout of 
125,000, the Detroit Walk to Freedom, which preceded the march on Washington 
by two months, was until then the largest civil rights demonstration in the 
nation.”’^  At the invitation of the Reverend C. L. Franklin, Dr Martin Luther 
King Jr visited the city to call attention to the twentieth anniversary of the 1943 
Detroit race riot by leading a rally through the downtown. While the 
demonstration in Detroit did not mark a turning point in the civil rights 
movement in the same way that the Birmingham demonstrations did, it was 
dubbed a success by the media and “it gave new impetus to the freedom struggle 
in Detroit.” Local activists celebrated the moment but knew that they had to 
follow it up with direct action if they were to achieve real gains. The head of the 
NAACP, Arthur L. Johnson, concluded that the "rally proved feeling of goodwill 
existed between the races in Detroit. He added, however, that public officials 
would "still have to be pushed and prodded" into executing their pledges of 
action. More demonstrations were promised.
Beginning with a dramatic march for equal housing in Dearborn, the Detroit 
branch carried its fight against segregated housing in six suburban sections 
around Detroit on successive Saturdays between June 22 and July 20, 1963.”’^
Coleman Young and Lonnie Wheeler, Hard Stuff p. 162.
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Series 2, Box 21, Folder: Executive Secretary’s Reports. See also Joe T. Darden 
et al, Detroit: Race and Uneven Development ^Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1987), p. 134.
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Although city officials had declined to issue a parade permit to the marchers, the 
march through Dearborn was sufficient to influence some local opinion on 
housing in a city which many in Detroit called the “Birmingham of the North.””’^  
After the march, the editor of the Dearborn Independent reported getting a fluny 
of letters from Dearborn residents concerned with the possibility of blacks 
moving into Dearborn. Surprisingly, the letters revealed that Dearborn white 
citizens were split 50-50 over the issue of housing integration with some 
expressing the view that there would be no trouble if middle class blacks moved 
in. ’ In fact, according to Joe T. Darden, the marchers forced the housing issue 
to the surface and in the process raised the social consciousness of many white 
suburbanites.’” As Agnes Bryant recalled, “close to 500 black and white 
marchers marched that July. They picketed eveiy weekend...picketing in 
Dearborn dramatised the need to open up housing markets there.”
Like the Birmingham demonstrations of 1963, the Detroit riot of 1967 proved to 
be pivotal. The riot affected the course of the civil rights movement; marking a 
growing conflict between the generations and the classes in black communities 
throughout the nation. It has been characterised as the ‘worst civil disorder’ 
experienced by an American city in the Twentieth Century.”  ^When it ended, 43 
people were dead, 347 injured, 3,800 arrested. About 5,000 people were 
homeless -  most of them black. Well over 1,000 buildings had been burned to the
Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Race and Uneven Development (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1987) p. 135. See also "Telegram to Governor George 
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ground and 2,700 businesses ransacked. The total damage soared to 50 million.'” 
Why the riot occurred, who the rioters were and what precisely happened during 
the riot is difficult to ascertain. It is easy enough to demonstrate that blacks in 
Detroit in the 1960s were discriminated against and suffered from blocked 
opportunity, but that in itself does not explain the causes and timing of the riot. 
Similar conditions existed in variable degrees in other northern cities, some of 
which suffered riots. It is questionable, moreover, whether all those seen as 
rioters should be so labelled. The grievances underlying the major riots in the 
North were not directly produced by the problems of social inequality. Rather, 
the riot emerged from "a belief among the politically orientated segments of the 
black population that the government will not respond to demands for change."” ^
While mass marches, demonstrations and picketing were as much part of the 
movement story in Detroit as they were in Birmingham, they were open to 
different interpretations. Many of the same whites who praised the actions of the 
civil rights movement in Birmingham often tried to deflect the importance of 
similar protest in Detroit by terming it as criminal rather than an expression of 
black grievances. It was contended by many that the protests were irrational, 
senseless acts and that the demonstrators were either part of the urban underclass 
or newly arrived from the South; that they were, in fact, protesting irrationally 
against the southern condition, when in fact they were safely in the North. In the 
eyes of most white northerners, even those hostile to demonstrators, the 
Birmingham protestors menaced by law officers were clearly on the side of right 
against wrong. In Detroit, as elsewhere in the North, the image was somewhat 
blurred. With the Detroit police often aggressively protecting black activists from 
angry whites who claimed to be defending their own turf, many Americans were 
less certain about who the real villains were.” ^
"Detroit July 23, 1967 Why? Anatomy of a Riot," Detroit News July 30, 1967; 
"Was Detroit's Madness a Race Riot," Chicago Defender August 5-11, 1967; Joe 
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It is questionable how effective NAACP marches into suburbs were in 
persuading Detroit whites to accept racial integration in housing. Rather, it can be 
argued that racial conflicts in the South provided the Detroit area fair housing 
groups with the urgency they needed to prod whites into facing up to racism in 
their own communities. In the spring of 1965, the predominantly white Greater 
Detroit Committee for Fair Housing Practices (GDCFHP), which had 
successfully obtained pledges from whites that they would welcome into their 
communities, people of any race, used the bloody demonstrations in Selma, 
Alabama to further raise white consciousness over housing discrimination. In 
short, significant changes in racial attitudes in housing were stimulated less by 
NAACP marches than by frequent reports in the local press of civil rights 
demonstrations and racial violence in the South. ' ”
Finally, it can be argued that although the 1967 riot marked a turning point in the 
civil rights movement equal to that of the Birmingham demonstrations of 1963, 
unlike the Birmingham protests, Detroit's received largely negative press 
attention, which undermined its significance. The mass media at the time both 
reflected the values of the larger society and at the same time was a device that 
influenced response to the riot of 1967. The National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorder, established after the riot as part of its investigation, probed the 
immediate impact of mass media coverage of the riots of the summer of 1967. In 
particular, it sought to determine whether the media had sensationalised 
disturbances, consistently over-playing violence and giving disproportionate 
amounts of time to militant leaders. The commission concluded that there were 
instances of gross flaws in presenting news of the 1967 riots and the cumulative 
effect was important in that it served to heighten reaction. In fact, it found that 
there were overtones in the coverage of racial violence, which conformed to the 
‘crime wave’ pattern of news. The result was to bring into the scope of coverage 
violent events that would not have been covered under "normal circumstances" 
and that "Television served as the main instrument for impressing the grim
"Northwest Group Pressing to Integrate Suburbs," Detroit News July 9, 1967; 
Joe T. Darden et al Detroit: Race and Uneven Development p. 135-136.
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realties of the riots on the mass consciousness of the nation."” '' On-the-spot 
reportage of the riots and their aftermath was extensive and was buttressed by 
elaborate commentaries.
The media did not report accurately what the riots symbolised or who was 
involved. Surprisingly to members of the National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorder, the typical black participants in the disorder were not habitual 
criminals, hoodlums or alienated members of the so-called underclass. Rather, 
they tended to be teenagers who had lived in Detroit all their lives and who were 
a bit more educated than their peers were. One key factor was that they tended to 
be underemployed or unemployed. Another factor, perhaps the most critical one 
in examining their participation in the rebellion was their racial pride. In addition, 
these typical participants harboured hostility against both whites and middle class 
blacks and were "thoroughly informed about politics, highly distrustful of the 
political system and of political leaders.U nfortunately, these black rioters 
received most, if not all, of the media attention. While they were rioting, other 
blacks walked the streets of burning neighbourhoods, urging rioters to ‘cool it.’ 
These ‘counter rioters’ were from typically better educated and higher income 
classes than the majority of rioting blacks, but shared some of the same attitudes 
as the vast majority of blacks in the riot areas.
Local Context
With the election of Mayor Jerome Cavanagh, the Detroit NAACP, like others in 
the black community, faced the beginning of 1962 with fresh hopes of what the 
administration might do to address black grievances.” ' The most significant of
Morris Janowitz "Patterns of Collective Racial Violence," in Hugh D. Graham 
and Ted Curr (editor) Violence in America: Historical and Comparative 
Perspective (New York: Pager, 1969), p. 436. "TV Radio Praised for Riot 
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Cavanagh's early actions was the appointment of his first police commissioner, 
George Edwards. Edwards set in motion a series of reforms within the 
department designed to bridge the gap between the police department and the 
black community.”  ^ While the changes in the department were not as thorough 
as the black community would have liked, there was marked improvement in 
police - community relations. He created the first meaningful Community 
Relations Bureau (CRB) and made the first in what would become a series of 
promotions of veteran black officers. In August 1962 the CRB reported that it 
had not received a single complaint in six months. Edwards was also able to draw 
attention to modest improvements in black assignments and promotions. By the 
time he left the position at the end of 1963, blacks had been assigned to all but 
two precincts.
The election of Jerome Cavanagh as city mayor in 1960 also helped to increase 
employment opportunities for blacks in Detroit. Cavanagh began his tenure as 
mayor by issuing an executive order guaranteeing equal opportunity in 
employment. With this executive order the mayor made it clear that city 
employees were to be appointed, assigned and promoted without regard to 
race.” '' In November 1962 he issued a directive that provided for systematic 
monitoring of firms doing business with the city to ensure that they complied 
with the state's fair employment practices law.”  ^ Cavanagh's bold initiative in 
equal employment opportunity generated positive views in the black community. 
A writer for the Michigan Chronicle heaped praise upon the mayor, stating that 
"Detroiters should be proud that the years of devoted labour and concern by 
thousands of people of good will throughout the city came to fruition in that 
courageous act of the chief executive."” ''
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Central to the administration’s effort to improve race relations was the part 
played by the Detroit Commission on Community Relations during the 1960s. 
Concerned almost entirely with matters involving blacks, the DCCR according to 
Mayor Cavanagh “sought to anticipate, diagnose and prevent violence.””  ^ In 
addition to this, it promoted equal employment opportunities, desegregated 
public education, and improved police-community relations. Its greatest 
contribution by far was in resolving racial conflicts over housing and in assisting 
neighbourhoods in the midst of racial change. For example, in one situation 
where a white homeowner sold his home in an all-white Detroit neighbourhood 
to a black family, causing racial tension, a community organisation asked the 
DCCR to Intervene. The commission than notified the police to protect the 
family and then arranged meetings with community agencies and the more 
responsible white people in the neighbourhood.”  ^ Further towards this aim, it 
sponsored a two-day conference calling on all in Detroit to accept the principle of 
open occupancy in housing. The conference “singularly contributed more than 
any other event” during this period to positive change concerning the rights of 
blacks to buy houses anywhere they could afford.” ^
Further still, the relationship with the Detroit Commission on Community 
Relations enabled the local branch to address the poverty that affected the black 
underclass. Throughout the 1960s the activities of the NAACP became virtually 
synonymous with the activities of the administration's anti-poverty campaign. It 
was the very presence and activism of black civil rights leaders within the new 
liberal administration that pushed the "myriad of social programs to address the 
poverty issue less in the abstract and more explicitly in terms of race."” '' In June 
1964, the city’s emerging poverty programme. Total Action Against Poverty 
(TAP) was established to address the needs of the inner city poor blacks. 
Responding to the mayor’s assistance in planning, the city council named Mel
Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv p. 20.
Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Race and Uneven Development p. 140.
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Ravitz, an NAACP board member as its representative, who chaired a series of 
“brainstorming” meetings with community leaders to discuss Detroit’s war 
against poverty.” ' TAP soon spawned four neighbourhood community action 
centres and eight sub-centres, each providing services to the city’s disadvantaged 
residents.
More important than the CRC in so far as Detroit was concerned, Sidney Fine has 
written, was the Citizens' Committee for Equal Opportunity (CCEO) formed in 
June 1963 to mobilise the broadest possible support in the community for civil 
rights. Its membership of eighty included the senior officials from several of 
Detroit’s major companies, the president of the UAW, the president of the 
NAACP, leading clergymen and other representatives of the Detroit 
establishment.'^^ Much of what the CCEO did it did “quietly” in off-the record 
sessions with the press, government officials, and civil rights groups. It also 
developed channels through which policies could be implemented. It urged the 
presidents of Detroit’s seven principal banks to provide equal employment 
opportunities. It held several meetings with segments of the housing industry to 
secure their co-operation in achieving “complete mobility in the housing market” 
for all citizens. It also sought in numerous ways to improve relations between the 
police and the city’s black and white communities.
The CCEO played a larger role in seeking to influence the outcome of the Detroit 
council race in 1965. The city approached the September 14 primary election 
against a backdrop of heightened racial tensions. Analysis of the primary vote 
appeared to indicate that black voters had cast their ballots for both black and 
white candidates, whereas the white electorate had voted almost entirely for 
white candidates, especially white conservatives.'”  In response, a group of black
Heather Ann Thompson, “Rethinking the Politics of White Flight in the Post­
war City: Detroit, 1945-1980.” Journal of Urban Historv (Januarv 1999), Vol. 25, 
No. 2, p. 169.
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ministers, the interdenominational Ministries Alliance, threatened to call a 
boycott of all white candidates if whites did not show more respect for black 
candidates.”  ^Alarmed at the prospect of a racially divided city, the CCEO set up 
a special committee to acquaint “white moderate conservatives” with the crucial 
importance of the election for Detroit’s racial image. The CCEO viewed the 
results of the November 2 election “with some satisfaction and certainly with 
great surprise.” Instead of the all white council dominated by ultra conservatives 
that it feared would be a disaster for the city’s racial peace, the new council was 
to include one black attorney, Nicholas Hood.'”
However, the close relationship between the Detroit NAACP and the city 
administration proved a mixed blessing. The election of Cavanagh as city mayor 
in 1962 meant that “many if not all members of the NAACP executive board 
went in to take up various advisory posts in city hall.” '^  ^ With the NAACP 
officers now holding appointments on city commissions and city boards, it 
became increasingly difficult to embarrass, attack or criticise the city 
administration. For example, during the Sherrill school controversy, a position 
held by the branch secretary on the city's advisory committee impaired its ability 
to take a stand on school segregation.''” As one branch member complained; "It 
took our Board of Directors at least six weeks to take a stand on the issue of 
gerrymandering of school districts, and even now the stand is not positive or
Wilbur C. Rich, Coleman Young and Detroit Politics (Detroit: Wayne State 
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direct."'”  As a result, the initiative passed on to Black Nationalist organisation. 
Group on Advanced Leadership (GOAL), which, as a member of the Socialist 
Workers Party explained, was “independent of the present city administration and 
was not afraid of doing things which embarrassed the mayor and police 
commissioner."'”  GOAL organised a demonstration of 10,000 blacks outside 
City Hall to protest against the gerrymandering of school districts.
In addition to this, black militants charged that the participation of white liberals 
had continually forced the NAACP to temporise to suit the needs of the city 
administration. Indeed, the relationship with George Edwards, Detroit police 
commissioner, created several problems for the local N A A C P .D uring  a 
campaign to picket apartment buildings that refused to rent to blacks, members of 
the branch who had mobilised to picket were "stymied by the executive 
committee” which had rescinded its previous approval of the project after being 
advised against taking such action by George Edwards.D isturbed by this, the 
president of the Detroit branch warned that it was a matter of grave concern when 
the branch was subjected to such great pressure from outside sources to alter its 
course because "it threatened the independence of the branch, its integrity and
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survival of its militant traditions."'”  The legal committee expressed similar 
worries when it drew attention to the fact that Edwards "was attempting to use his 
position as a friend to regulate certain activities of the branch."'”
Although the city administration certainly took issues that affected its black 
population more seriously than it had done in the past, the efforts made by the 
administration proved limited. For example, improvements in the Police 
Department were, on closer examination not as impressive as they first appeared. 
Despite Edwards' efforts to wean his officers from the club and the gun, the 
brutality against blacks still prevailed in the Detroit Police Department (DPD).
By the mid-1960s, the city's blacks had heard too many tales of friends and 
relatives being mistreated by the police. The discriminatory actions of the police 
officers, both within their own department and in the community, indicated that 
they did not view blacks the same way as whites. Innumerable complaints filed 
both with the NAACP and with the police department itself offer striking 
evidence that by the 1960s these officers were predisposed to see blacks as more 
of a criminal element than whites.'^" Thus, it is not surprising to find that officers 
from the DPD arrested blacks in far greater numbers than whites during this 
period. In 1964 for example, 31,541 blacks were arrested and eventually tried as 
compared with 16,430 whites.'^'
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Similarly, although the DCCR pursued its goal of improved race relations with 
seriousness and sincerity, there is a good deal of question about its effectiveness. 
The commission lacked enforcement powers and its staff of twenty-one was too 
small to fulfil its responsibilities. As the Detroit News reported the TAP 
programme had made no visible progress in its major goal of revamping the 
system of social services aimed at aiding the poor.'”  While the DCCR did a 
“credible job” of communicating with government officials and civic and 
business leaders, it appeared to be “out of touch with the community at a 
neighbourhood level.” '^  ^ Most of all, despite its efforts to encourage open 
housing, the overall character of the housing market remained one of racial 
restriction. Invisible walls continued to separate blacks and whites throughout the 
city’s suburbs. Realtors rarely provided blacks with the opportunity to view 
homes in white neighbourhoods, while lending institutions refused to make loans 
available to blacks wishing to purchase homes in such neighbourhoods.
On balance, quite apart from any specific accomplishments, the CCEO provided 
evidence of concern for a racially integrated society on the part of the city’s 
leadership. It served as a forum where blacks could express their grievances to an 
“across the board leadership group” and white leaders could gain a better 
understanding of the city’s b lacks.H ow ever, as Sidney Fine observed, the 
organisation saw the need to support “responsible Negro leadership” lest the 
city’s blacks took their cue from a “less responsible black leadership, as had 
occurred elsewhere.”'"  ^ Whites perceived the Nicholas Hoods of the black 
community as “safe” alternatives to the more radical political activists. In the 
white community ranging from the most conservative to the most moderate. 
Reverend Hood was the choice if there had to be an African American elected to
152 "YAP Programme Year Old — and Slowed by Growing Pains," Detroit News 
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the Council.” " In other words, the CCEO along with the DCCR and the city 
administration were responding to the growing challenge of Black Nationalism.
Dynamics within the African-American Community
Black Nationalist and Black Power groups proliferated in Detroit in the 1960s, as 
the city became a centre for militant black organisation and thinking. The most 
articulate spokesperson and the central person in the development of Black 
Nationalism in Detroit was Reverend Albert Cleage, head of the Group of 
Advanced Leadership (GOAL) one of several nationalist groups in Detroit.”  ^
Cleage believed that blacks would have to engage in grass roots organising 
involving black communities alone, which would enable blacks to control their 
own destinies. He stressed the importance of black political power in areas where 
blacks were in the majority. Blacks would soon be a majority in Detroit, the 
Reverend Cleage stated, and “by voting black we can elect a black mayor, a 
black council and a black school board," adding that a black candidate's only 
necessary qualification, was that he be "devoted to the black nation, putting his 
dedication to black people first."'”
Clearly, this political philosophy had no room or patience for traditional liberal 
coalition politics. The political presence of an all-black party in the summer of 
1964, the Freedom Now Party, was assured when the group presented petitions of 
some 22,000 residents in Michigan, far more than the 14,896 needed for 
certification.'^^ While this effort received some black support, others, including
A. J. Stovall, The Growth Black Elected Officials in the Citv of Detroit 1870- 
1973 (Lewiston, New Tork: Mellen University Press, 1996), p. 164.
Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv p.25. See also Sterling Gray, “Man of 
the Year, Reverend Albert B. Cleage Jr: Architect of a Revolution,” The 
Liberator (December 1963); and Aprele Gail Elliot “A Dramatist Analysis of 
Reverend Albert Cleage’s role in the Black movement from 1960 to 1969,” (PhD 
Dissertation, Wayne State University, 1984).
Reverend Albert Cleage, cited in Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Citv of Race and 
Development (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987), p.205.
"Freedom Now Party Struggle for Survival' Excerpts From a Speech by 
Reverend Albert B. Cleage, Michigan State Freedom Now Party," February 25, 
1964, Liberator April, 1964 p.4-5. See also "Freedom Now Party Qualifies for 
Fall Ballot - Leaders say Negroes Ignored by Others,” Illustrated News July 13, 
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the Reverend James Wadsworth, a board member of the Detroit NAACP, 
opposed the move stating that "it was foolish to go off in a splinter group, when 
blacks in Detroit were making progress."” " However, according to the Illustrated 
News. GOAL was one of the rare local groups that was not satisfied with the “so 
called progress in race relations” which the NAACP members alluded to.” ' 
Indeed, it argued that these leaders had benefited from the so called civil rights 
gains made, but they were out of touch with the less fortunate blacks in the 
ghetto.'”
The threat of radical black politics - or at least black politics to the left of black 
moderates in the liberal coalition - posed problems for the established black 
leadership, but the threat never materialised into any substantial challenge. The 
Freedom Now Party vaporised before it even registered in the consciousness of 
the average black voter. In 1964, for example, there were only 175,000 of 
300,000 blacks registered in Wayne County. Since only about a third of those 
registered actually voted, black political activists faced a problem of black 
political apathy. However, black radicals did help to define black political 
independence in Detroit. Despite the failure of the attempts made by the Freedom 
Now Party, the mood of black independence remained strong and persistent.'”  
When William Patrick resigned from the Common Council in 1964, some black 
leaders mobilised to fill his seat and two other seats with three blacks in the 1965 
council elections. "Black support for black candidates" became the main issue for 
the black community during that campaign.'”
In another quarter, a younger generation of blacks made their voices heard. On 
October 14, 1963 the NAACP Housing Committee in conjunction with the
Freedom Now Party Campaign,” (SHSW) Socialist Workers Party Records, 
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Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) called for an Olympic Torch demonstration. 
It was proposed in order to raise questions regarding the propriety of expending 
public funds on frills such as the Olympics when Detroit had greater need in the 
area of housing and social services. Taking their name from the Swahili word for 
"freedom," a black militant group called UHURU (Swahili name for freedom) 
had much the same idea. Whereas CORE and the NAACP confined their protest 
to placards, UHURU took a more vocal path, cat calling and jeering during the 
national anthem.” " When prosecutor Olsen threatened to hold the sponsors of the 
demonstration responsible, the Detroit NAACP distanced itself from the protest, 
saying that their "pickets were nice and quiet and the bad noisy pickets must have 
belonged to someone else."” ^
Most significantly, black columnist Ofield Dukes, who was also director of the 
Young Adult Division of the NAACP, bemoaned the disruption of the "peaceful" 
demonstration planned by the NAACP's Housing Committee. He was particularly 
upset that the NAACP's actions were upstaged by the "unruly" mob who jeered 
the national anthem and embarrassed the Mayor "who had put his neck on the 
political chopping block" in defence of open occupancy. Interjecting the 
generation aspect, Dukes wrote of UHURU as ungrateful youths who had "aimed 
to wreck Negro relations with the white community, by destroying the 
framework in which these gains were made." However, it did not occur to Dukes, 
as Angela Dillard observed, that for members of UHURU this framework was 
part of the problem, that younger activists were in fact challenging the basic 
framework and assumptions that guided the liberal coalition.
"General Baker" in Robert H. Mast (editor), Detroit Lives ^Philadelphia: 
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On August 5, 1964, the Detroit CORE announced that in an effort to end 
discriminatory practices of the American Automobile Association the 
organisation would begin a non-violent direct action campaign. Joined by 
representatives of the city’s Black Nationalist groups, CORE picketed in front of 
the main office of the Association, were arrested, arraigned and then refused bail 
because the AAA denied freedom of employment to blacks.'^" In his analysis of 
the picketing campaign led by CORE, Reverend Cleage suggested that the 
picketing marked the beginning of a new phase in the city’s civil rights 
movement, one in which the older leadership, namely the NAACP did not play a 
part. Whilst acknowledging the fact that the Detroit NAACP had been a militant 
arm of black ambition, especially in the days when the white community had 
“universally shut its eyes to black plight," he went on to argue that as “Negro 
impatience becomes more vocal, the NAACP finds itself more and more being 
pushed toward the middle view.”'^'
The leadership challenge, however, came not from GOAL, UHURU or CORE, 
but from the black church. In 1963, it appeared that the black church under the 
auspices of another black organisation, the Detroit Council on Human Relations 
(DCHR) might actually develop as a major rival of the NAACP. Organised on 
May 17, 1963, by the Reverend C. L. Franklin, pastor of the New Bethel Baptist 
Church, the new group had hopes of eclipsing the NAACP as the city's leading 
civil rights group. Although he still held deep respect for the NAACP in general, 
Franklin felt its leadership was "too close to whites" and that it had lost contact 
with the "Negro man in the s t r e e t s . A s  Richard Marks remembered, the 
DCHR "was this leadership in Detroit that decided that they wanted to break up
“Detroit CORE Campaign to End Employment Discrimination and Tokenism 
at AAA -  The Facts,” (SHSW), CORE Papers 1941-1967, Series 5, Box 14, 
Folder 6. See also “Public Information, Detroit CORE’S campaign to End 
Employment Discrimination and Tokenism at AAA,” (SHSW) CORE Papers 
1941-1967, Series 5, Box 14, Folder 6. “News Release, Detroit CORE,” 
September 26, 1964, (SHSW) CORE Papers 1941-1967, Series 5, Box 14, 
Folder: 6.
“Two Groups Spearhead Most of the Battle for Negro Rights,” Detroit News 
October 16, 1964.
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the NAACP hegemony over the civil rights agenda."' '^* To demonstrate its 
impatience with the older black leadership, the DCHR scheduled a Walk to 
Freedom on June 23, 1963 the twentieth anniversary of the 1943 riot.
Unwilling to participate in a freedom march which it had played no part in 
planning and having been denounced by the new group as being out of touch 
with the African-American community, the NAACP was in no mood to co­
operate and was slow to decide upon whether to participate. As the Board of 
Directors reported, feeling in the branch was equally divided among those who 
felt that the NAACP should be involved and those who felt the group should not 
get involved.'”  Although the older black organisations like the Detroit NAACP 
were receptive to marches, they were unwilling to participate in a march led by 
persons they “perceived as upstarts” who were unwilling to recognise them as the 
legitimate spokesmen for the black community.
The NAACP was also reluctant to participate in a march that was to be kept, in 
the words of Reverend Albert Cleage, "as militant and as black-led as possible." 
Disputing arguments that the march did not need to be legitimised and contained 
by the white establishment, the inclusion of Mayor Cavanagh and Walter Reuther 
was, for the most part, the price that the NAACP exacted for its support.'”  
Among the 200,000 persons, the march included members from several biracial 
groups, as well Cavanagh and Reuther. No doubt pleased by the emerging 
interracial character of the march, one of the black weeklies, the Michigan 
Chronicle announced "Biracial Groups to Join March." However, the much
"Author's Interview with Richard Marks," Detroit, Michigan, August 30, 1995.
"Executive Committee Meeting” May 27, 1963 (ALUA), Detroit Branch 
NAACP Papers, Box 20, Folder: Board of Directors, 1963.
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touted biracial character of the march turned out to be misleading apart from the 
group of dignitaries leading the march, it was 95 percent black. As one local 
white minister observed critically: "The mighty sea of black faces should have 
been joined by the presence of more whites committed to the cause of 
freedom."'”
Continuing its attack on the NAACP after the demonstration, the DCHR insisted 
that the success of the march had placed it at the head of Detroit’s black 
organisations. For the chairman of the march, James De Rio, the march had been 
a direct repudiation of the NAACP, the personal leadership of NAACP president 
Edward Turner and its executive secretary Arthur Johnson. In De Rio's opinion, 
the event had proved "that they and not the NAACP w'ere truly in touch with the 
masses."'^" By the end of 1963, however, the DCHR had begun to fade from the 
Detroit scene. Division within the organisation emerged when in November, 
1963 the DCHR planned a regional gathering to form a Northern Christian 
Leadership Conference to parallel the similar organisation in the South. Reverend 
Franklin made it clear, however, that he would not permit the conference to give 
any consideration to the all black. Freedom Now Party. In response. Reverend 
Cleage resigned from the DCHR and formed a rival Northern Negro Grassroots 
Leadership Conference.'^'
Whatever they may have revealed about the existence of a strain of radicalism in 
Detroit's black community, organisations like GOAL, DCHR and UHURU were 
distinguished by their rhetoric, not their accomplishments. The militants were 
undoubtedly correct in their allegation that the established civil rights 
organisations like the NAACP had no real base in the ghetto. The implicit 
assumption behind that charge was that the militants were the true voice of the 
ghetto, but as strong as their rhetoric was, they were not. These Black Nationalist
statements endorsing the march. Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Citv of Race and 
Development p. 134.
Cited in Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Citv of Race and Development p. 134-5.
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groups were, according to historian Sidney Fine, "flyspecks in terms of posing a 
threat to the black leadership position occupied by the Detroit NAACP.”
Characteristic of the 1960s, the extremist rhetoric of the black power advocates 
received a good deal of attention, but the militants attracted few followers. Their 
most celebrated figure, the Reverend Cleage, ran for office four times in the 
1960s and was badly defeated on each occasion. Stokely Carmichael, a national 
black power spokesperson, at the end of July, 1966, attracted an audience of only 
five to six hundred to an auditorium that seated twelve thousand. In contrast to 
this, the Detroit branch of the NAACP grew from twenty-four thousand members 
in 1960 to almost fifty thousand members in 1963 to become the largest affiliate 
in the nation. However, these organisations were representative of the 
ideological tensions which had developed in the black community, regarding 
viability of working with a liberal coalition to fight for civil rights. As previously 
discussed, these tensions were brought to a head during the planning of the 1963 
Walk to Freedom March but also influenced internal politics within the Detroit 
NAACP.
Criticism against the branch that suggested that it was not ‘black enough’ were 
unfounded. Indeed, the ideological rift in the black community between those 
who supported a black-led civil rights movement and those members who 
favoured a white liberal coalition was central to the NAACP elections held in 
December 1962. On the one hand stood incumbent president, Edward Turner, 
supported by Reverend Cleage while on the other hand were black labour leaders 
Ernest Shell and Horace Sheffield who with the support of the branch executive
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committee, advocated an interracial s l a t e . A s  an editorial in the Illustrated 
News observed: "It was interesting to note that the nominating committee had 
brought in an interracial slate” that included "good liberals."However, as the 
Socialist Workers Party reported, the elections “proved a defeat for Shell and 
Sheffield and a victory for Turner and Cleage.”’^  ^ In line with the sentiments of 
the black community in Detroit, the NAACP shifted from an interracial 
organisation to one that was closer to organisations that espoused Black 
Nationalism.
Ironically, the growth of Black Nationalism in the branch, while in line with 
much of the rhetoric of the 1960s, did little to build the Detroit NAACP. Several 
black professionals as well as white members who were opposed to black power 
had left the branch by the autumn of 1964. After years of increasing membership 
numbers, the branch saw a sharp decline from 29,402 in 1963, to 22,392 in 1964, 
to 12,940 in 1965.^^  ^One member, in writing a complaint to the national office, 
stated that if the situation were investigated, the national office would find that 
“the present executive secretary more closely approaches Malcolm X in his 
philosophy than that commonly appreciated by the Association.” Adding that he 
had “succeeded in causing white friends of the Association to feel unwanted.”
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Therefore, unlike the nationalist groups that unremittingly attacked them, the 
Detroit NAACP remained committed to the ideal of a racially integrated society 
and sought to work with the city’s leadership to achieve that goal. Charged with 
being Uncle Toms and too close to whites, the NAACP in the end proved to be 
neither. To be sure, the branch was more moderate in its rhetoric than its rivals, 
middle class in its leadership and, to some extent, its membership was more in 
tune with older than younger blacks. However, it was concerned with conditions 
in the ghetto and the fate of the black poor. Having access to the city government 
it sought to bring to the attention of public officials the concerns of the black 
community. Moreover, the branch maintained its activism in civil rights outside 
in the wider community, as demonstrated, for example, by its campaign for open 
housing in the suburbs surrounding Detroit through a series of non-violent 
marches. The close, friendly relationship with the city administration proved a 
mixed blessing, however. The fact that branch officers held positions in city hall 
compromised the extent to which the branch could address the crisis over 
gerrymandering of school districts. In line with the needs of the black 
community, it embraced nationalism but lost the membership base it had 
acquired in the late 1950s.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Detroit
It can be argued that the violence, which developed during the riot of July 1967, 
simply continued what had started during World War Two. In 1943 and again in 
1967, Detroit erupted in riot. Both clashes came in the summer months, covered 
sizeable portions of the city and claimed more black than white lives usually at 
the hands of policemen and National Guardsmen. Both disturbances occurred 
when blacks pressed for racial equality in unprecedented ways, giving rise to 
racial tensions, which permeated society. Despite important distinctions between 
the two events, both sprang from the same violent heritage and recorded the most 
devastating racial violence in national history. Violence in the 1960s arose as 
civil rights gains lagged behind the desires of the black working class and black 
poor, thereby sparking assaults on white-owned property and white police 
officers. However, the disorder of 1943 marked the first move towards that sort 
of racial violence. The frustrations, heightened by the warm temperatures in
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Detroit, spilled over in the summer of 1943, as blacks, tired of moving to find the 
promised land, tired of finding the North too much like the South, strode out in 
blind fashion against the white-owned ghetto. This research supports work by 
Dominic Capeci which challenges the contemporary view of rioters as 
‘hoodlums’ and instead reveals that the racially proud, politically informed ‘new 
ghetto man’ of the 1960s emerged, as did that entire generation, from the struggle 
for racial equality during World War Two.
The emergence of Black Power did not mark a departure from traditional black 
protest. Clearly this political philosophy had no room or patience for traditional 
liberal coalition politics. The largely black led and supported Freedom Walk in 
1963, and the political presence of an all black party in the summer of 1964 
called the Freedom Now Party, indicated the extent to which African Americans 
supported the idea of a black led struggle for civil rights. Yet the trend towards 
Black Nationalism had already started in the late 1950s and early 1960s, as 
indicated, for example, by the political mobilisation that occurred in response to 
police brutality in 1961.
The comments of Attorney Damien Keith, former Detroit NAACP attorney and 
chairman of the Cotillion Club, perhaps best summarises the confused and 
ambiguous state of black - white liberal traditions in Detroit in 1962. Recalling 
the police crackdown in high crime areas in Detroit that led to the 
aforementioned Civil Rights Hearings in 1960, he told of how 'respectable' 
middle class blacks driving through the downtown area were stopped by police 
officers, compelled to get out of the their cars and illegally searched. The black 
community, led by the NAACP, called on a cross section of white leadership to 
stand with them in their protest against this harsh police activity. Attorney Keith 
continued by pointing out how blacks had mobilised to defeat incumbent Mayor 
Louis Miriani and elect political new comer Jerome Cavanagh. For the first time 
Detroit's black community became fully aware of its own political strength and 
recognised that it had won its major battles without white allies. Blacks in Detroit
Dominic Capeci, Lavered Violence: The Detroit Rioters of 1943 (Jackson and 
London: University of Mississippi Press, 1991), p. xi.
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had begun to wonder out loud whether a black-white liberal alliance was any 
longer necessary.
Conclusion
There is much to indicate that the movement in Birmingham was very dissimilar 
to the movement in Detroit. To start with, it can be concluded that the movement 
in Detroit departed radically from that in Birmingham because it advocated Black 
Nationalism and Black Power. The issues raised in northern cities such as Detroit 
were not limited to civil rights; they were concerned rather with economic 
grievances, particularly employment, but also with the cost of housing, welfare, 
the quality of schooling and health care. As the protest moved from the South to 
the North, it moved from an attack against state sanctioned denials of political 
and civil rights, to an assault on social and economic inequality.
In addition to this, the movement in Birmingham diverged from that in Detroit in 
terms of the local context. Faced with the Jim Crow line in Birmingham, the civil 
rights movement had commonly centred on the actions of a few especially 
violent segregationists, such as Police Commissioner Bull Connor to symbolise 
the immorality of racial segregation. However, in Detroit there were few blatant 
acts of violence against black demonstrators and unlike the campaign in 
Birmingham, the movement brought no sensational confrontations to the nation’s 
television screens. Additionally, while mass marches, demonstrations and 
picketing were as much a part of the stoiy in Detroit as they were in Birmingham, 
they were open to different interpretations. Many of the same whites who 
applauded the actions of civil rights protestors in Birmingham often tried to 
deflect the importance of similar protests in Detroit by terming them criminal 
rather than acknowledging that they were demonstrative of genuine protest.
"Author's Interview with Attorney Damien Keith," Detroit, Michigan August 
17, 1995. See also Marshall Field Stevenson, "Points of Departure, Acts of 
Resolve: Black Jewish Relations in Detroit 1937-1962," (PhD Dissertation, 
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Furthermore, while rivalry for leadership had a debilitating effect on the 
movement in Detroit, in Birmingham it played in its favour. With the appearance 
of non-violent direct action and the growth of Black Nationalism in the 1960s, 
the NAACP in Detroit found itself forced to step back from its dominant 
position. Faced with the prospect of yielding leadership, the local branch took up 
direct action and later supported Black Nationalism. In doing so, it lost the very 
assistance that had nurtured it in the 1950s - biracial sympathisers and the middle 
classes. Besides, given that everyone wanted to play the role of militant and 
demonstrator, there was no one in the black community, with whom the white 
power structure could negotiate. In Birmingham, where roles in the civil rights 
movement were clearly distributed between militants, protesters, and negotiators, 
competition for leadership between these groups played to the advantage of the 
movement.
Yet there has also been much evidence to indicate that the movement in 
Birmingham was not all that different from the civil rights movement which 
evolved in Detroit. Developments in such places as Birmingham caused northern 
blacks to become more acute to and disparaging of racial injustice in their own 
communities. Although police conduct in Detroit was better than it had been, 
blacks took greater exception to police behaviour in the 1960s than in earlier 
years. This, according to Sidney Fine, was almost certainly an outcome of the 
civil rights movement in the South. Similarly, in condemning the traditional 
black leadership, militant blacks were influenced by the civil rights movement in 
the South and the heightened sense of racial consciousness and racial pride, 
particularly among younger blacks. As Widick observed in his work: "Detroit 
was not an island itself. Newspaper reports, television coverage and personal 
accounts of friends and relatives throughout the South kept the Detroit 
community in a constant state of agitation.
Furthermore, the degree to which the southern movement deviated from the 
northern movement because it admonished racial integration, while the
Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv p.24.
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movement in the North exhorted Black Nationalism can also be challenged. As 
the discussion on the black underclass in Birmingham has demonstrated. Black 
Power was part of the southern movement. As already advocated, it was not so 
much the non-violent direct action movement for integration in Birmingham as 
much as the fear of black militancy which led to federal involvement and the 
civil rights bill, which was, to a large extent, passed to get blacks off the street 
and to alleviate the danger of violence. More important, the rioting in the wake of 
the bombing brought up the very real question of whether the growing black 
protest would follow the non-violent route of Dr King or the more militant 
approach of Black Muslims.
On balance, despite the differences in strategy and tactics, binding together the 
two movements of black insurgency was the goal of "constructing a new sense of 
self and black culture. What was unmatched about the civil rights movement 
in Birmingham as elsewhere in the South was not just the procurement of 
individual liberty, by ending racial segregation. Rather, the uniqueness of the 
movement lay in its endeavour to establish a new sense of individual and 
collective self among black people through political mobilisation. Those who 
took part in the Birmingham campaign remembered how the demonstrations did 
much to heighten black morale and pride. Blacks in Birmingham walked a bit 
straighter than before and felt that whites considered them with a bit more 
deference. As one participant characterised: "The Negro who had been called boy 
became a man."^^  ^This was also popular to the movement in Detroit as anywhere 
else in the North. In Detroit, an activist explained what drove him to march in the 
streets. In words very much reminiscent of black protestors in the South he 
explained that he was looking for respect "as a man, a first class citizen."
Richard King "Citizenship and Self Respect: The Experience of Politics in 
the Civil Rights Movement" Journal of American Studies (April 1988) Vol. 22, 
No.l, p. 8.
"Author's Interview with Reverend Abraham Woods," Birmingham, Alabama, 
February 13, 1996.
"Author's Interview with Arthur Johnson," Detroit, Michigan, August 3, 1995.
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Epilogue and Conclusion
Birmingham three decades on presents us with a mixed picture in which African- 
Americans have gained ground in some areas, but lost ground in others. Post­
industrialisation has dealt a devastating blow to young black workers entering the 
work force. Anti-discrimination laws and successful mobilisation on the part of 
the NAACP had largely removed racially based ceilings to occupational mobility 
by the late 1960s, but by the 1970s the decline in the availability of unskilled 
work made the gains less significant. The Tennessee Coal Iron and Railroad 
Company (TCI), for example, laid off thousands of workers in the 1970s and by 
1982 ceased operating altogether. ^ Demographic shifts further concentrated 
poverty to the centre of the city and North Birmingham. Outside the system and 
abandoned by elected officials, inner city residents faced insurmountable 
problems; unemployment, drug addiction, gang warfare and grinding poverty. 
Meanwhile, public housing projects resembled war zones as drug lords and gang 
members fought over the units of the North Birmingham homes. With drugs and 
gangs came an increase in violence and black on black homicides. In 1990, 
skyrocketing homicide rates among African Americans in Birmingham set new 
records for violent deaths in a city known for brutality.^
However, there were also important signs of progress mostly indicated by the 
impact of civil rights legislation. The most encompassing of the civil rights 
measures was, of course, the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In addition to opening 
public amenities to black people, the act decreed equal employment opportunity. 
Despite the discrepancy between mandate and practice, the law for the most part 
eliminated the race wage -  the practice of paying whites more for the same work 
as blacks, and opened the way for blacks to gain employment in occupations 
previously reserved for whites. The result was a substantial improvement in the
‘ Robert Norrell, “Caste in Steel: Jim Crow Careers in Birmingham, Alabama,," 
Journal of American History (December 1983), Vol. 73, No. 3, p.690-691. See 
also Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels (New York: Free Press, 1994), p.93.
 ^Glenn T. Eskew, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movements in 
the Civil Rights Struggle (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1997), p. 333.
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economic status of blacks/ The provisions of the act also prohibited 
discrimination in federally assisted programmes and created the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission to police such things as businesses and 
labour unions to ensure fair practices.
Further still, Richard Arrington’s successful bid for mayor in 1979 heightened 
the entire black community’s sense of power. Coming out of a decade in which 
Black Power slogans shaped much of African-American political discourse, 
Birmingham’s African Americans showed greater interest in mainstream politics 
and were much more willing in the 1980s to support municipal government. 
Although class distinctions and tensions within the African-American community 
by no means disappeared, the black poor generally believed that a black 
administration was a marked improvement over the past century of white, largely 
racist city government. In many cases they were right. Incidents of police 
brutality, for example, decreased dramatically after Arrington implemented 
reforms in police operations."^
Biracial dialogue has continued between the black and white communities, and 
both continue to work on improving police-community relations and recognise 
the importance of cross-racial negotiation. For those black and white leaders who 
had lived through the 1950s in Birmingham, discussions about black police and 
the importance of biracial communications must have sounded familiar. These 
were the same issues that whites and blacks had first discussed when they formed 
the interracial committee in 1950. One might even be tempted at this point to 
conclude that not much had changed in Birmingham during those twenty-five 
years between 1940 and 1965. The history of the period, however, reveals a 
much different story. When black and white leaders joined together in the 
interracial committee in 1950, it was the white leaders who set the terms of the
 ^The 1964 Civil Rights Act broadened opportunities in the South and permitted 
blacks to record real advances in income relative to whites. One careful study 
concluded that “southern blacks had experienced sharp relative wage gains over 
the decade 1965-1975," John J. Donohue and James Heckman, “Continuous 
Versus Episodic Change; The Impact of the Civil Rights Policy on the Economic 
Status of Blacks," Journal of Economic Literature 09911 Vol. 29, p. 1610.
 ^ Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics and the Black Working 
Class (New York: Free Press, 1994), p.99.
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compact, who decided what issues could be addressed, and who determined that 
all the work of the committee would be done within the framework of 
segregation. By 1963, black demands for desegregation had reached a point 
where they threatened not only the economic vitality of Birmingham, but also its 
social order as well. When black and white leaders met to negotiate, the tables 
had turned. It was black leaders who set the terms for negotiation, who decided 
what issues would be addressed, and who determined that all the work of the 
committee would be done within the framework of desegregation. ^
That Birmingham has reached a milestone in race relations is perhaps indicated 
most of all by the opening of the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in 1992. 
During the 1960s, the black poor exhibited greater militancy and political 
participation on the one hand, but faced an intensification of police repression, 
poverty and joblessness on the other. The new Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 
was dedicated on November 15, 1992, as a memorial to the civil rights movement 
in the South and as an active centre of research and education dealing with 
national questions of human rights and justice. The city basked on favourable 
national publicity reporting the events of the opening, suggesting that the institute 
might indeed fulfil the dreams of its supporters by serving as a place of both 
learning and healing.^
On balance, the three decades after 1963 have turned out to be a mixed bag of 
victories and defeats for the civil rights movement in Birmingham. Not all black 
people have benefited from black political empowerment, equal access as 
consumers, and equal employment opportunities. Although the civil rights 
movement succeeded in desegregating public space, winning the franchise, 
securing federal job anti-discrimination legislation, and eventually paving the 
way for black empowerment, neither the voter nor legislative initiatives were 
effective weapons against poverty, joblessness and plant shut-downs. Today, as 
more Birmingham steel and iron mills are turned into museums and fewer high
 ^ Robert Corley, “Quest for Racial Harmony: Race Relations in Birmingham, 
Alabama, 1947-1963," (PhD Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1979), p.286.
 ^Edward Lamonte, Politics and Welfare in Birmingham 1900-1975 (Tuscaloosa 
and London: University of Alabama Press, 1995), p. 243.
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wage industrial jobs are made available, increasing numbers of unskilled African 
Americans are forced to turn to public assistance, low wage service sector 
positions, or in some cases crime. The extent to which development in Detroit 
provided a sense of optimism and disappointment for the African-American 
community is also open to question.
On the positive side, it is evident that in the 1990s blacks in Detroit, unlike thirty 
years earlier, no longer felt themselves excluded from the city government and 
the larger society. The early 1960s witnessed several black political gains. Two 
blacks won seats in the U.S. House of Representatives, numerous blacks were 
elected to the state legislature, and the city council had a black person among its 
nine members.^ Most importantly, the election of Coleman Young as Detroit’s 
first black mayor in 1973 paved the way for the redress of black concerns; the 
unequal and discriminatory treatment they had historically received from City 
Hall. After Young was elected African Americans believed that the concerns of 
the African-American "would no longer be swept aside by old guard officials.” ^
The change in the composition and behaviour of the police force was one area 
where black control of the city had a decisive impact and it removed what was 
perhaps the major black grievance during the civil rights movement. The 1970s 
had begun with Detroit’s police killing more black civilians than any other police 
force in the country — seven civilian deaths for every 1000 police officers on the 
force in 1971. In particular, the hundred man STRESS unit (Stop the Robberies, 
Enjoy Safe Streets) formed that year, added 21 more black civilians to the death 
toll. While conducting over 500 provocative and frequently illegal raids in black 
neighbourhoods, far from stopping crime, the unit added to the growing 
violence.^ When Young was elected, STRESS’S violent mandate came to an end. 
So, too, did “decades of racial discrimination and anti-black violence in the
 ^Richard Thomas, “The Black Urban Experience in Detroit 1916-1967," in 
Kenneth L. Kusmer (editor). Black Communities and Urban Development in 
America 1720-1920 (New York and London; Garland Publishers, 1991), p. 319.
* Carolto Young, “Constant Struggle; Coleman Young’s Perspective on American 
Society and Detroit Politics," Black Scholar (Summer 1997), Vol. 27, pp. 31-41.
’ Steven Babson Working Detroit: The Making of a Union Town (New York: 
Adama Press, 1984), p. 174.
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police department.Consequently, Detroit blacks in 1987 had an entirely 
different view of their integrated police force than blacks had in 1967 of their 
largely white police force. ’ ^
Although political power was securely lodged in the hands of blacks, the 
economic status for the vast majority of blacks was in far worse shape than in 
1967. Nearly one in five of all Detroit adults did not work at all in 1950, and by 
1980 nearly half of the adult male population had only tenuous connections to the 
city’s labour market. Plant re-locations to rural areas and the South, along with 
the persistence of discrimination in Detroit's labour market has severely limited 
the economic opportunities of Detroit’s blacks. While remedies for systematic 
discrimination have met with limited success primarily in the government sector 
(already opening to blacks after World War Two), in the private sector, blacks 
have remained under represented in skilled and white collar work throughout the 
post-civil rights years.
A visitor to Detroit three decades after the beginning of the civil rights movement 
would have found that despite the tremendous growth of Detroit’s black 
population, the pattern of segregation in the metropolitan area remained intact. 
Throughout the post-war period whole neighbourhoods lost their white 
populations as hundreds of thousands of whites moved to the suburbs that 
surrounded the city. By 1970, the decline in the city’s white population had 
reached 670,000, with 75 percent of the white population in Detroit living in the 
suburbs. Detroit’s black population was mobile, but its movement was contained 
within sharply defined racial barriers.*"^  Real estate steering and discrimination 
against blacks has also persisted. Open housing and anti-discrimination efforts 
had little effect on the housing market. Patterns of segregation actually worsened 
in the 1970s and 1980s.*  ^ Whites remained reluctant to live in racially mixed
Steven Babson Working Detroit p. 175.
" Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model Citv (Ann Arbour: University of Michigan 
Press, 1989), p. 462.
Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1996), p.261.
Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis p.268.
Steven Babson, Working Detroit p. 172.
Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis p.262.
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neighbourhoods, and even when middle-class African Americans moved into 
prosperous suburbs like that of Southfield, the white population fled, creating 
new segregated enclaves.
Further complicating the situation in the post-civil rights era was the hardening of 
white racial prejudices. The more insistent city blacks became that their 
opportunities should parallel those of whites, the more convinced city whites 
became that urban blacks were demanding too much and that whites must regain 
control of the city. Resentments that fuelled the backlash focused on everything 
from the special hiring programmes that the auto industry launched in the inner 
city, to the welfare cheats and looters who allegedly owned special favour from 
the government. In 1968 and 1972, the presidential campaign of Alabama’s 
George Wallace galvanised their resentment. The politician whose most famous 
declaration was “segregation now, segregation forever”, found a receptive 
audience in Detroit.^^ Wallace’s outspoken opposition to open housing, school 
integration, and the expansion of civil rights in the workplace resonated deeply 
with alienated white Detroit. Wallace won the 1972 Michigan Democratic 
primary, sweeping every predominantly white ward in Detroit.
The emergence and consolidation of black political power in the late 1960s 
further contributed to racial polarisation in Detroit. Aware of the limited nature of 
white support for racial integration, black political leaders embarked upon a 
strategy of developing and consolidating black political power within the city. 
But in seizing and consolidating political power, they have had to depend 
increasingly upon racial solidarity as their primary ideology and that has 
alienated those who had supported civil rights in earlier decades. For example, 
Coleman Young’s plans for increased investment in Detroit were limited 
throughout his tenure largely because of this racial polarisation. In a recent 
interview, the former mayor discussed his difficulty in attracting white investors 
to Detroit. As he stated: “it was hard to attract white entrepreneurs and
Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis p. 265. 
Steven Babson, Working Detroit p. 172.
Steven Babson, Working Detroit p. 173.
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developments to Detroit because of the city’s large black population and my
administration being in charge „20
Similarly, although the Detroit riot clearly made blacks considerably more visible 
to the white community and gained the attention of the city’s white leadership, 
the dialogue between black and white that followed, was as the Detroit Free Press 
observed: “mostly at the top, in a thin layer of civic, cultural and political 
activities.M oreover, liberal leaders have increasingly become highly suspect 
to both whites and blacks. To blacks, liberal leaders had not responded 
aggressively enough to urban racism. To whites, these leaders had encouraged 
black demands on the city and too often responded to the desires of their black 
constituents over white.
Therefore, developments since the mid-1960s have indicated that the civil rights 
movement in Birmingham has on the whole made important strides in terms of 
improving race relations. In contrast, Detroit remained relatively untouched by 
the civil rights legislation of the 1960s. Although blacks secured political power, 
economically they were in a far worse state than they had been twenty years 
earlier. Racial segregation continued to determine residential patterns as white 
flight out of the city left behind an increasingly impoverished black poor. Further 
still, the hardening white attitudes in the late 1960s put an end to the element of 
liberalism which had sustained the earlier efforts to improve conditions for 
African Americans. The Detroit Riot of 1967, though expressive of black protest 
at the time, served to increase polarisation in Detroit along racial lines.
Joe T. Darden et al, Detroit: Race and Urban Development (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1987), p. 259.
Former Mayor Coleman Young, cited in Carolto Young, “Constant Struggle: 
Coleman Young’s Perspective on American Society and Detroit Politics," Black 
Scholar (Summer 1997), Vol. 27, p.37.
Detroit Free Press July 19, 1987, cited in Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model 
Citv (Ann Arbour: University of Michigan Press, 1989), p.460.
Heather Ann Thompson, “The Politics of Labor, Race and Liberalism in the 
Auto Plants and the Motor City 1940-1980," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton 
University, 1995), p. 377.
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Relationship between the North and South during the Civil Rights
Movement
There is much to suggest that the links between the southern and northern civil 
rights movements were relatively tenuous. First and foremost, it can be argued 
that the geopolitical context of the Cold War cut in opposite ways, helping the 
southern movement and ultimately hindering the northern movement. In 
Birmingham as in other parts of the South, the competition with the Soviet Union 
for the hearts and minds of Africans and Asians, had an impact in the U.S. By the 
early 1960s when several African nations had achieved independence, legalised 
segregation raised a serious international liability for the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations. As reasons of state were added to other factors working against 
Jim Crow, the federal government became more susceptible to pressures from the 
Birmingham civil rights movement.
For example, the campaign to desegregate the viewing of the Freedom Train in 
1947 gave southern blacks a trial run at a tactic that they would later perfect: 
embarrassing the national government into forcing the South to live up to its 
stated "American" ideals. The Freedom Train had been orchestrated as a cultural 
event by Washington to propagate the notion of a unifying American Way in 
order to promote American democracy abroad. The notion of a common 
American Way also provided a cultural language and lever that could be used by 
those fighting for inclusion and civil rights. The African-American residents of 
Birmingham embraced the language of the Freedom Train and used it in their 
own ongoing struggle for racial equality.
However, the domestic political repression accompanying the Cold War looms 
large in my narrative concerning Detroit. The ongoing hearings before the House 
Un-American Activities Committee produced a profoundly, negative effect on 
the course of civil rights activism in Detroit. Throughout the decade 1945-1955,
Wendy Wall, “A Spectacular Victory over the Jim Crow System: Southern 
Blacks and the Campaign to Desegregate the Viewing of the Freedom Train," 
Paper presented at the Conference for the Organisation of American Historians, 
San Francisco, April 17-20 1997.
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anti-communism was the over-riding political controversy in the city. Slowly but 
surely, anti-communists in civil rights groups and labour unions purged 
communists and suspected sympathisers from their ranks. At its height the 
spectre of anti-communism shaped the very existence of the Detroit NAACP as 
the branch adopted a programme on civil rights that was both conciliatory and 
non-confrontational. Within the context of the early 1950s the Detroit branch 
dissociated itself from left-wing organisations by espousing the American Way 
and portraying itself as the only buffer against communist infiltration in the 
African-American community. In doing so, the Detroit NAACP undermined its 
struggle for civil rights in a number of ways.
Firstly, by participating in the xenophobia of the time, the Detroit NAACP 
managed to undercut its own efforts to fight racial discrimination. For example, 
by 1960 many blacks in the city claimed that the local NAACP leadership was 
waning. This was caused, in part, by the loss of many left-leaning supporters who 
no longer supported the NAACP. Further still, it soon became evident that the 
Association had lost its effectiveness and had sunk low in the esteem of the black 
community, especially in its inability to address continuing police harassment. 
According to the local executive secretary, testifying before the United States 
Civil Rights Commission Hearings in Detroit that year, police brutality was the 
"most oppressive form of racial injustice blacks suffered. However, according 
to many blacks, the local NAACP had failed to take the initiative in investigating 
charges.
Secondly, the most important structural difference between the civil rights 
movements in Birmingham and Detroit was that the former emerged from a 
number of local black institutions such as the black church. Where such a 
movement existed in Detroit it was tied to labour organisations. The central role 
of black churches and the black clergy in the southern civil rights struggle was 
almost inevitable, given the facts of black political and social life in the South. 
No other high status figures or community leaders had as much independence
Detroit NAACP Secretary, Arthur Johnson, cited in Marshall Field Stevenson, 
“Points of Departure, Acts of Resolve: Black-Je wish Relations in Detroit 1937- 
1967," (PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1988), p. 497.
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from the white power structure as ministers did. Unlike physicians or teachers, 
for example, they were not employed or licensed by white dominated or funded 
institutions. Similarly, the churches were the only permanent institutions, except 
for the fraternal organisations, within which southern African-Americans could 
expect to make collective decisions and govern themselves. Moreover, as the 
movement gained force and recruited supporters in the late 1950s and early 
1960s, it quickly became apparent that the only places where mass meetings 
could be held were the churches, as no other halls were likely to be at the 
disposal of black activists.
In Detroit, unionisation during World War Two gave the black working class a 
remarkable self-confidence that established the growth of an autonomous labour- 
orientated civil rights movement. With almost ten thousand black workers 
organised in the Detroit area, African Americans from the UAW plants poured 
into the Detroit NAACP branch, making it the nation's most working-class 
chapter. Its new labour committee was the largest and most active group in the 
branch and served as a forum for black workers to air their grievances and 
advance employment rights. Moreover, the late 1950s saw the emergence of a 
Trade Union Leadership Conference. Formed out of a concern for continuing 
union discrimination against black workers, the organisation had considerable 
influence over the black community. Further still, like unionists two decades 
earlier, the TULC had close links with the Detroit NAACP. As chapter four 
notes, although the TULC considered itself something of a maverick organisation 
in respect of the NAACP, both organisations were relatively synchronised in 
terms of objectives and there was a cross-fertilisation of membership.
Thirdly, movements in Birmingham and Detroit diverged further in the mid- 
1950s in that the relationship with the national context ultimately helped the 
southern movement in various ways. The resonance of the Birmingham 
movement in the late 1950s was in part the result of the extensive and usually 
sympathetic press coverage that it received, and by the early 1960s its exposure 
on national television. The Detroit movement, by contrast, received relatively 
little attention from the white northern press and the national media, which is one 
reason why it did not figure so prominently in the thinking of African Americans
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in the South. More importantly, the Birmingham movement was able to utilise 
the United States Constitution against the outmoded States Rights philosophy of 
southern segregationists. For example, when Dr King proclaimed that "civil 
disobedience to local laws is obedience to national laws,"^  ^he exploited a tactical 
advantage that the Detroit activists did not have.
Links between the Birmingham and Detroit movements became even more 
tenuous in the 1960s. The NAACP campaign against segregated housing in 
Detroit in the early 1960s was not very much, if at all, in the thoughts of the 
Birmingham bus protestors and subsequent non-violent protestors. Similarly, the 
Birmingham demonstrations, once they emerged, did not seem to have had 
discernible influence on the thinking of the movement participants in Detroit. 
This relative lack of mutual awareness and cross-fertilisation was partly an 
accident of chronology. By the time the Birmingham demonstrations of 1964 
showed the possibilities of non-violent direct protest against Jim Crow in the 
South, northern interests in Ghandian methods were beginning to decline. At the 
time when the Birmingham demonstrations signified that the civil rights 
movement was about to engage in non-violent direct action on a broad front, the 
northern movement was in the process of repudiating its non-violent past and 
joining with Black Power organisations.
By way of conclusion to this section, a note of caution needs to be added and 
important points summarised. To say that the clergy and the churches were 
indispensable in Birmingham is not the same as saying that they instigated the 
movement. The Birmingham churches did not have a history of social activism or 
involvement and even during the civil rights era of the late 1950s and early 
1960s, a large number failed to give support to the movement. We need to 
examine the conflicts within the churches regarding racial militancy and accept 
that a large number of clergymen did not become active in the civil rights 
movement or allow their churches to be used for civil rights meetings. Regarding 
Detroit, it is important not to exaggerate the importance of the close ties between
Martin Luther King Jr, cited in George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation: A 
Comparative History of Black Ideologies (New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), p.264.
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organised labour and the civil rights movement. Although mass unionisation 
transformed the character of traditional organisations like the NAACP, it is 
important to remember that leadership still came largely from traditional strata; 
namely, lawyers, ministers, doctors and teachers. However, there is no denying 
that the union upsurge in the 1940s and late 1950s reshaped the protest agenda 
and opened the door to new forms of mass struggle.
In so far as the impact of anti-communism is concerned, whatever the magnitude 
of black gains during the 1940s it is clear that the Cold War ended one phase of 
the struggle in Detroit. Such was not the case in Birmingham, however, I do not 
mean to minimise the impact of anti-communism on the work of organisations 
like the Southern Conference on Human Welfare or Southern Conference 
Educational Fund, but as discussed at great length in chapter three, it is clear that 
the Birmingham NAACP continued to flourish during the anti-communist years. 
Evidence suggests that at a point when intolerance of political dissenters reached 
its height, the cause of civil rights was making consistent and significant 
advances in Birmingham from the late 1940s on. In short, civil liberties and civil 
rights functioned as independent variables in Birmingham.
The lack of sustained interaction, however, does not obliterate comparison 
between the two movements. Indeed, there are a number of factors that make the 
comparison fruitful. First and foremost. World War Two clearly had an 
important impact in both Birmingham and Detroit. On a symbolic level, 
Americans, North and South, were led to question the meaning of national 
identity. The confrontation with Fascism forced many to rethink their own values 
and draw attention to distinctions between themselves and the German menace. 
Adolph Hitler "gave racism a bad name." And made it somewhat less palatable in 
the U.S. The hypocrisy and paradox involved in fighting a world war for 
freedom and aggression by an enemy preaching a master race ideology, while at
Morton Sosna, “Democratic Discourse; Implications for the South," Paper 
delivered at the Southern Historical Association meeting. New Orleans, 
November 1987), cited in Robert Norrell, “One Thing We Did Right: Reflections 
on the Movement," in Amstead L. Robinson and Patricia Sullivan (editors). New 
Directions in Civil Riuhts Studies (Charlottesville and London: University Press 
of Virginia, 1991), p. 68.
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the same time upholding racial segregation and white supremacy were all too 
obvious. The war crisis provided African Americans with a unique opportunity to 
point out for all to see, the difference between American creed and practice. Both 
the Birmingham and Detroit branches of the NAACP took advantage of this to 
press their demands for racial equality. Both experienced important growth in 
membership, increased civil rights activity and the emergence of a solid 
leadership.
That there were important ties between the movement in Birmingham and Detroit 
became most evident in the early 1960s. The dramatic events punctuating the 
southern civil rights movement, especially the church bombing in Birmingham 
and violence in Selma, became an impetus for northern centres like Detroit. What 
happened in places like Birmingham caused blacks in Detroit to become more 
sensitive to and more critical of racial injustice in their own communities. For 
example, televised police violence against peaceful demonstrators in Birmingham 
led blacks to protest against police conduct in Detroit. As chapter five has 
indicated, although police performance was somewhat better in the 1960s than it 
had been, blacks expressed a greater resentment against police behaviour in that 
decade than in earlier years. Similarly, as the discussion of the black underclass 
in Birmingham demonstrated. Black Power was part of the southern movement 
as early as 1963. The rioting that followed in the wake of several bombings of 
movement centres raised the very real question of whether the growing protest 
would follow the non-violent route of Dr King or that preached by Black 
Muslims. In fact, it was not so much non-violent protest as the fear of Black 
Power and violence that led to greater federal involvement and legislation.
In short, a fair and accurate balancing of the movement's achievements against its 
failures or limitations requires two distinct frames of reference. Viewed strictly in 
a southern context, the movement lived up to its slogan of non-violent revolution. 
It used a variety of coercive and disruptive methods - sit-ins, mass marches, and 
demonstrations - that often violated state and local law and went beyond normal 
limitations on peaceful dissent and agitation. The activists of the movement also 
acted like true revolutionaries when they rejected gradualism and demanded 
Freedom Now. Within the context of a southern social order based on legalised
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racism, the movement was indeed revolutionary in its intentions and 
achievements. If the movement is viewed in a northern context, on the other 
hand, its essentially modest character and the limitations of what it was able to 
achieve become apparent.
By bringing southern racial practices into harmony with those of the North, the 
national political and economic elite who gave in to the demands of the southern 
civil rights movement were promoting the health and safety of the American 
social and economic system as a whole. Consequently, roughly one half of the 
black population that resided in the northern states which was not directly 
affected by the Civil Rights Acts found that its circumstances were not simply 
unchanged, but were deteriorating. The de facto segregation of housing, schools, 
and economic opportunities that characterised northern cities like Detroit, for the 
most part went beyond the reach of the civil rights laws at the time. Why the 
civil rights movement assumed the particular shape that it did will be examined 
next.
Determining factors in the Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham
First, the chances of the civil rights movement in Birmingham were enhanced by 
the central role of black institutions. While my research suggests that the black 
church did little to support the movement in its early years, it came to play a key 
role in the movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s. Further, in marked 
contrast to the white newspaper’s active support for segregation, the black press 
stood alone, drawing attention to Klan activity and reporting bombings against 
black homes. During the civil rights movement, the Black World. Birmingham's 
leading black newspaper was alone in reporting the movement from the 
perspective of Birmingham’s black residents. Similarly, at a time when African 
Americans were excluded from white commercial areas, black businesses 
fulfilled an important need in the community. These businesses continued to 
serve the comrhunity during the civil rights movement. For example, as pointed 
out in chapter five, it was A. G. Gaston who provided accommodation and bail 
money for Birmingham activists. In other words, institutions th%t had given an
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SOimportant service to the black community during segregation continued to do 
during the civil rights movement.
Second, victory of the civil rights movement was assured by the violence of 
white resistance to racial change. From the bombings of black homes in white 
neighbourhoods in the late 1940s, to the attack against Freedom Riders in the 
early 1960s, to the violence against protestors during the spring campaign of 
1963, civil rights activists were able to use this violence to the movement’s 
advantage. The bombing of homes of blacks who moved to the white-only 
neighbourhood of Smithfield in the late 1940s not only encouraged others to do 
the same, but also led to a heightened sense of racial consciousness in the 
community as a whole. Likewise, the attack against Freedom Riders in 1961 did 
little to discourage others from making similar efforts. Indeed, such efforts 
encouraged blacks throughout the South to support African Americans in the 
cause for civil rights. Most importantly, the violent response of Birmingham 
police against non-violent demonstrators, especially children, during the spring 
campaign of 1963 made victoiy in Birmingham certain.
A third factor that worked to the movement’s advantage was a series of federal 
decisions passed by the legislative and approved by the executive branch of the 
U. S Government. These began with President Truman’s report entitled “To 
Secure These Rights” in 1948 which established a permanent civil rights 
commission to investigate racial violence. The Supreme Court followed in 1954 
with its famous Brown v. Board of Education decision which held that in the 
field of public education the principle of ‘Separate but Equal’ had no place. 
While the Civil Rights Act of 1957 empowered federal prosecutors to obtain 
court injunctions against interference with the right to vote, the Civil Rights Act 
of 1960 made it unlawful to avoid prosecution for bombing offences. Hence, 
when King proclaimed that “civil disobedience to local laws is obedience to 
national laws” he exploited a tactical advantage the Detroit activists never had.
The extent to which success of the civil rights movement in Birmingham was
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guaranteed needs to be assessed in the light of two important factors: first, the 
extent to which sharp class divisions existed within the black community, and 
second, the degree to which the movement was spontaneous. The unintended 
benefits of a racially segregated caste system did not always hold blacks together 
in Birmingham. The character of class relations there has important implications 
for William Wilson's argument that the deepening of class divisions within the 
black community is a post-civil-rights phenomenon.^^ The portrait he paints of 
interracial class harmony and the importance of black middle-class role models is 
not entirely true for Birmingham.
Sharp class divisions within the black community existed throughout the period 
under study. Racism certainly lessened class divisions and black middle-class 
leaders generally espoused a political outlook that they felt reflected the 
collective interests of the race, as has been pointed out several times in this 
dissertation. But it is important to note that the black poor and the middle and 
upper classes did not experience racism in exactly the same way, for example, as 
indicated by the issue of police brutality discussed at length in chapter two. 
Middle-class leaders were not usually knowledgeable or sensitive to the specific 
problems, needs and desires of the poor, nor did they encourage poor blacks to 
participate in decision making, or leadership capacities within their organisations.
Further still, the spontaneous nature of the civil rights movement in the 1960s 
suggests that there was nothing certain about movement results. Despite intense 
preparation, the evidence suggests that the only planned strategy in the spring of 
1963 was to target Birmingham as the location where SCLC would set up camp. 
In the main, strategies that proved successful were not part of the original plan. 
For example. Dr King's arrest in Birmingham encouraged local residents to 
participate in the movement. Dr King's decision to defy a state court order and 
march, however, was precipitated by a lack of participation among Birmingham 
blacks and lagging media attention. Similarly, the strategy of using children in
Martin Luther King Jr, cited in George M. Frederickson, Black Liberation 
p.264.
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the demonstrations saved the movement from collapse. Among flashing bulbs 
and rolling film, Birmingham officials realised that the children had evoked an 
image problem for the city and intensified negotiations. Using children was a 
strategy that arose because the campaign was once again running out of steam. 
Although there had been a silence in the media coverage, once children 
participated in the demonstrations, the news media responded to the strategy in 
epic proportions.
To summarise, long-term trends of economic decline, resistance to racial change, 
and class divisions served to limit the civil rights movement in Detroit. In 
Birmingham, the movement drew its strength from long-established black 
institutions like the black church, from the violent nature of white resistance, and 
from a series of federal decisions that created long-term conditions that were 
conducive to the success of the civil rights movement. However, the case for 
inevitability should not overlook the spontaneous nature of the Birmingham 
movement, while class divisions within the black community suggest that it is 
important not to exaggerate the importance of black institutions in the movement. 
In fact, this discussion leads on to another fundamental question; that is, the 
extent to which there was historical continuity throughout the period and how far 
the movements were marked by sharp changes.
Determining factors in the Civil Rights Movement in Detroit
First, it can be argued that economic decline beginning in the late 1940s worked 
against the civil rights movement in Detroit. Like other northern cities, Detroit 
underwent a profound economic transformation beginning with World War Two, 
which fundamentally constrained the economic opportunity of African 
Americans. If Detroit's auto industry offered blacks the greatest opportunities 
during the war, it was also the source of their greatest frustrations.^^ The re-
William Juluis Wilson, The Trulv Disadvantaged: The Inner Citv. the 
Underclass, and Public Policv (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 
pp.52-62.
Blacks constituted only 4% of the auto labour force in 1942, 15% by the war's 
end and only 16% by 1960 cited in Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996), p.95. See also
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Structuring of Detroit's industrial economy between 1948 and 1967 further 
diminished opportunity for African Americans when Detroit lost nearly 130,000 
manufacturing jobs. The loss of manufacturing jobs removed a rung of the ladder 
of economic opportunity for the poorest, especially those with little education 
and few skills.
The most poignant stories of unemployment and dislocation involved older 
workers; those who had seniority at plants that had closed down altogether, or 
those who did not have enough seniority to qualify for a transfer to new jobs. The 
decline in number of entiy-level jobs in manufacturing disproportionately 
affected black youth and recently arrived migrants, who were in the 1950s unable 
to attain jobs that their predecessors had secured a decade earlier. By the early 
1960s, observers noted that a seemingly permanent class of underemployed and 
jobless blacks had emerged, a group that would come to be called the underclass.
A second factor working against the civil rights movement in Detroit from the 
beginning was massive white resistance. Contraiy to the backlash theory, which 
suggests that white liberal opinion turned against racial change in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, resistance to racial change in Detroit emerged earlier in the 
1940s and 1950s. To view the defection of whites from a liberal consensus 
simply as a rejection of the civil rights and Black Power rnovements ignores the 
racial cleavages that shaped the local politics of the North well before the 1960s. 
Crucial to the fate of the civil rights movement in Detroit were urban whites. 
Their political views and votes limited the possibilities of racial reform in the 
mid-twentieth centuiy and constrained the extension of civil rights and liberties 
to African Americans. Urban whites responded to the influx of millions of black 
migrants to their cities in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s by redefining urban 
geography and urban politics in starkly racial terms. Acting on their perception of 
the threat of the black newcomers to their stability, economic status, and political 
power, many of Detroit's working and middle-class whites banded together in
Thomas Sugrue, “Structures of Urban Poverty; The Reorganisation of Space and 
Work in Three Periods of American Histoiy," in Michael Katz (editor). The 
Underclass Debate: Views from Historv (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), p. 116.
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exclusive neighbourhood organisations, in what became one of the largest grass­
roots movements in the city's history/" White residents fought attempts by black 
homebuyers to move into white neighbourhoods with the assistance of restrictive 
covenants, unscrupulous real estate agents, unprincipled bankers, covert 
intimidation, and overt violence.
The civil rights movement was further weakened from the beginning by class 
divisions within the African-American community. According to Thomas 
Sugrue, the effects of racial segregation did not alone isolate the black urban poor 
in the city centre. Class divisions within the African-American community 
manifested themselves in urban housing patterns.^ ^ The black middle-class, 
already sizeable in Detroit in the 1940s, began to seek housing apart from the 
majority of the black population as early as 1920. On Detroit's Northeast side, 
nearly ten miles from the black working-class area of Paradise Valley, stood 
Conant Gardens, settled by black middle-class families in the 1920s and 1940s. 
Conant Gardens established a pattern that the black middle-class would repeat 
throughout the post-war years. Members of this group were the first to leave city 
centre black neighbourhoods after World War Two. As whites vacated some of 
Detroit's better neighbourhoods like Anden Park and Boston Edison in the 1940s 
and 1950s, Detroit's leading black clergy, educators and professionals moved into 
spacious homes well removed from the majority of the black population.
In addition to this, civil rights organisations like the NAACP and TULC 
responded to the demands of their largely middle-class and stable working-class 
constituencies, but failed to address the structural forces that profoundly limited 
the opportunities of the poor. As discussed at some length in chapter five, in the 
late 1950s the NAACP efforts in the work place emphasised the opening of 
highly skilled and clerical jobs to black workers at the expense of efforts to get
Thomas Sugrue, “Crabgrass-Roots Politics: Race, Rights, and the Reaction 
against Liberalism in the Urban North, 1940-1964," Journal of American Historv 
(September 1995), Vol. 82, No.2, pp.551-578.
Thomas Sugrue “Structures of Urban Poverty: The Reorganisation of Space 
and Work in Three Periods of American Histoiy," in Michael Katz (editor). The 
Underclass Debate: Views from Historv (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), p. 114. See also Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban 
Crisis p. 207.
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jobs for the unemployed and improved conditions for the unskilled. Likewise, the 
TULC focused on the grievances of skilled workers and union leaders. Detroit’s 
civil rights organisations assumed that by improving the job opportunities for 
professionals and skilled workers, they would uplift the entire race. While this 
provided a powerful rallying cry for working and middle-class African 
Americans most of whom had experienced the effects of racial prejudice in the 
workplace, it left unchallenged the growing class divisions among blacks in 
Detroit.
It is important not to understate the possibilities of racial change at various 
moments by overstating the case for inevitability. For example, one should not be 
so quick to dismiss the late 1950s and early 1960s, when after a period of 
retrenchment, African-American civil rights activists engaged in renewed 
militancy. The early 1960s demonstrated the strength of the black community 
when middle-class organisations worked hard to mobilise blacks politically and 
elect a mayor who was going to address concerns of police brutality. As part of 
the nation-wide civil rights movement, blacks founded new insurgent 
organisations like the Trade Union Leadership Council and began to re-fashion 
the agenda of established groups like the NAACP. Inspired by successes of the 
civil rights movement in the South, African-American activists in the NAACP 
led boycotts against local stores and businesses that discriminated against blacks. 
The local branch also joined interracial liberals taking the struggle for open 
housing in a new direction, turning their sights on Detroit's middle and upper- 
class suburbs and lobbying hard for federal legislation that would prohibit 
discriminatory real estate practices. In all these ways, the 1960s era in Detroit 
witnessed the emergence of a revitalised ci vif rights movement.^^
The character of class relations in Detroit has important implications for Thomas 
Sugrue’s argument that the deepening of class divisions within the black 
community began as early as the 1940s. The portrait he paints of interracial class
Thomas Sugrue, Origins of the Urban Crisis p. 175-176.
Heather Ann Thompson, “The Politics of Labor, Race and Liberalism in the 
Auto Plants and the Motor City, 1940-1960," (PhD Dissertation, Princeton 
University, 1995), p.381.
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divisions in explaining the limits of the civil rights movement does not ring 
entirely true for my research on Detroit. It is difficult to deny that class divisions 
existed within the African-American community during various periods under 
study. But there were periods when racism narrowed class divisions, and 
situations where the black poor and the middle and upper classes experienced 
racism in exactly the same way. For example, as indicated by the all-out police 
harassment campaign that targeted the black community irrespective of status in 
the late 1950s, which is discussed in chapter four. While these findings do not 
completely refute Sugrue’s hypothesis that class divisions and tensions within the 
black community began at least two decades earlier, they do challenge his 
assumptions regarding the importance of class tensions as demonstrated in 
housing patterns that emerged during the 1940 to 1965 period.
In some respects there were signs that the movement in Detroit would be limited 
in its accomplishments as early as the 1940s. Even at this stage, economic 
developments were working against any progress made in the workplace, and 
resistance to racial change, particularly in neighbourhoods, had already begun. 
The movement was further inhibited by class divisions within the black 
community that inhibited movement leaders from developing a programme, 
which addressed issues, that concerned poor blacks. In short, the civil rights 
movement in Detroit should be judged not for what it failed to achieve, but for 
what it was able to achieve in spite of the constraining factors working against it.
Continuity versus Discontinuity in Birmingham
There was little to indicate in the 1940s that the Birmingham movement would 
emerge to challenge segregation, given that it was more concerned with racial 
equality than desegregation. However, it can be argued that it was inevitable that 
the movement demanding equality would evolve into a movement that demanded 
desegregation. For example, the 1940s campaign for housing in white 
neighbourhoods symbolised the struggle for Birmingham blacks who reluctantly 
forced the issue because city commissioners refused to approve the new land for 
black neighbourhoods. The resistance of whites escalated the crisis in black 
housing into a conflict over segregation that set the stage for activism in other
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areas. The decision of the Birmingham NAACP to fight the city's segregated 
zoning ordinance reflected a transitional period that occurred in the years 
preceding the civil rights movement. These efforts foreshadowed the changes that 
would occur a decade later in Birmingham. What began originally as a defence of 
property rights evolved into a request for equal segregated facilities and then into 
a demand for full integration.
There was also important continuity in terms of leadership. The Birmingham 
NAACP among other organisations, provided the training ground for several 
inexperienced professionals who later went on to play leading roles in the civil 
rights movement. Birmingham lawyers such as Arthur Shores and Orzell 
Billingsley started out as local leaders of the NAACP who went on to become 
movement lawyers. It was Arthur Shores who had participated in the 
Birmingham branch of the NAACP in the 1940s and it was the same Arthur 
Shores who represented movement demonstrators in courts in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s. Similarly, it was Orzell Billingsley who had first challenged the 
racial status quo when he went to cast his vote in 1946, and who led the struggle 
for voting rights in the 1960s under the auspices of the Alabama State Co­
ordinating Association for Registration and Voting. In other words, such 
continuity was not incidental, but inherent in the protest struggle.
The extent to which the attack on the NAACP by Alabama officials in the late 
1950s put an end to one phase of the civil rights movement and marked the 
beginning of another phase is debatable. It certainly took it out of business for a 
while but it did not mean the activists and organisation disappeared altogether. 
As chapter four has indicated, there were important lines of continuity between 
the former NAACP and the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. 
Several members of the Birmingham NAACP took up positions on the executive 
board of the ACMHR. More importantly, former NAACP members continued to 
support voter registration efforts under the Alabama State Co-ordinating 
Association for Registration and Voting. Indeedythe state drew attention to links 
between the two organisations when it alleged that the former had wilfully 
violated the restraining order by continuing its activities through the voter 
registration organisation. Further still, chapter five indicated the continuing
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involvement of the NAACP in negotiating the final agreement which met most of 
the movements demands in the spring of 1963.
However, evidence of continuity in the Birmingham movement should not 
overlook important lines of discontinuity. For example, it can be argued that in a 
sharp break from the past, lawyers were no longer setting the agenda, but were 
reacting to situations that were created by those involved in non-violent direct 
action. Lawyers were still needed in the late 1950s and early 1960s, but with the 
emergence of direct action as the main tactic, they found their roles modified. 
Instead of challenging segregation by developing strategic litigation, lawyers 
found themselves undermining discrimination by reacting to challenges 
generated by other civil rights activists. Protestors in the late 1950s, like activists 
of an earlier era, demanded an end to segregation and racial discrimination. 
However, when those demands were unmet, they engaged in non-violent direct 
action without much concern about whether or not the action was defensible 
within the current state of law. Lawyers were most often called in , after 
demonstrations to defend the rights of protestors facing criminal charges. The 
litigation was therefore primarily reactive and far more difficult to plan and 
control than had been litigation which was pursued in the 1940s and early 1950s.
Further still, the 1948 revolt in the Democratic Party ended all hopes of a labour- 
based civil rights coalition. The late 1930s and 1940s had seen important 
advances made by black workers in left-orientated unions like the International 
Union of Mine Mill and Smelter Workers Union. However, in 1948 sentiments of 
anti-communism and pro-segregation merged in Birmingham under the guise of a 
states rights movement. By relating these two emotionally charged concepts, 
southern white leaders demonstrated their need to preserve the racial status quo 
above class solidarity. HUAC hearings in Birmingham probed the activities of 
civil rights groups, social welfare organisations and organised labour, further 
adding fuel to the belief that efforts to achieve racial equality were communist- 
inspired. Under such an atmosphere, left-wing unionists who proved to be at the 
forefront of black advances were expelled from the labour movement; the 
McCarthy era ended a period of constructive black civil rights activities within 
left-wing unions.
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The attack against the NAACP in the late 1950s had an important impact on the 
shape of the civil rights movement in the South. It was significant not so much 
because it marked an end to the Birmingham NAACP, as the local branch 
continued to operate under various guises. Rather, its significance lay in the fact 
that it led to greater participation by the black church. As noted earlier, in the 
early days of the civil rights movement in the 1940s, the black church had been 
slow in offering its to support. However, in the late 1950s with the official 
banning of the NAACP, the black church under the auspices of the Alabama 
Christian Movement for Human Rights, moved in to fill the breach that had been 
left by the Birmingham branch. During the early 1960s the black churches served 
as power centres through which the Birmingham confrontations were organised 
and co-ordinated. They served as gathering places throughout the campaign 
where information could be shared and encouragement received.
In summing up, the civil rights movement in Birmingham was not, as one might 
conclude, on a steady upward trajectory from the events of World War Two to 
the Civil Rights Acts of 1964-5. The onset of the 1948 southern Democratic 
revolt put a damper on efforts to organise black and white workers in a civil 
rights coalition, while the attack on the NAACP in the late 1950s in some 
respects marked an end to one movement and the emergence of another. Further 
still, while the emergence Of the non-violent direct action in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s did not lessen the role of lawyers, it certainly did much to modify 
how lawyers would participate.
However, the inclination to view the movement through sharp breaks 
dangerously overlooks important lines of continuity. The extent to which the 
attack on the NAACP marked a sharp break from the earlier movement, and the 
movement that took place a decade later needs to be measured against evidence 
that suggests that the organisation continued to operate under the Alabama State 
Co-ordinating Association for Registration and Voters. In terms of goals, it is 
worth noting that what began as a movement that inevitably challenged 
inequality in the 1940s and early 1950s, evolved into a movement that demanded 
desegregation a decade later. Research for this dissertation has shown that.
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despite the limits of a labour-based civil rights movement in the 1940s, the war 
years also saw a struggle that was led by war veterans returning from war and 
poor blacks tired of travelling on segregated buses. In other words, the early 
1940s, were significant for organised protest that took place outside the 
workplace.
Continuity and Discontinuity in Detroit
First and foremost, it can be argued that although civil rights activists in Detroit 
throughout the period under study were largely held together by a shared 
understanding of and commitment to civil rights, it is important to note, that the 
definition of civil rights itself did not remain constant. Anti-Communism ensured 
that the city's civil rights community of the 1960s incorporated yet moved 
beyond the initial understanding of civil rights and its association with American 
democracy. During the 1940s and 1950s the dominant understanding of civil 
rights for African Americans was tied to the constitutional framework. For later 
civil rights activists, particularly those who came of age in the 1960s, such an 
understanding of rights and liberal democracy was no longer viable. The popular 
demand for Black Power and Black Nationalism among Detroit's African- 
American community superseded the call for racial integration.
Second, whatever the magnitude of black gains during the early 1940s, it is clear 
that the Cold War ended one phase and marked the beginning of another. In the 
early 1940s the NAACP had grown in influence largely out of its alliance with 
the organised left. In the successful effort to keep the Sojourner Truth Housing 
Project open to blacks during 1942, the local branch had for the first time 
engaged in picketing, demonstrating and mass marches. In the late 1940s all 
these campaigns came to an end as the local branch adopted a programme that 
was both conciliatory and non-confrontational. Campaigns failed to address the 
social and economic issues which union based campaigns of the 1940s had made 
central. For example, the NAACP took a middle ground on the position of civil 
rights, adamantly supported national and state efforts for racial equality, but 
largely left shop floor discrimination untouched.
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Changes in leadership further suggest that there were important lines of 
discontinuity in Detroit. The leadership of the early 1940s was drawn primarily 
from those like Reverend Charles Hill who supported and represented the views 
of the recently unionised blacks who entered Detroit’s automobile factories. At 
the height of Anti-communism in Detroit, the leadership was made up of staunch 
anti-communists like Edward Swann and Reverend Robert Bradby. The mid- 
1950s saw a further change in leadership, this time made up of members such as 
Attorneys Edward Turner and Damien Keith, both drawn from the Cotillion 
Club. The late 1950s and early 1960s saw black unionists like Horace Sheffield 
and Ernest Shell, under the auspices of the Trade Union Leadership Conference, 
take the ropes of leadership. The mid-1960s saw the branch headed by those who 
reflected the Black Power ideology of the time, with Reverend Albert Cleage 
taking a seat on the branch executive board.
The case for historical discontinuity in the civil rights movement, however, does 
not mean to understate the importance of World War Two. Research findings, 
would indeed suggest that the 1940s revealed not just a few tantalising moments 
of protest, but a widespread, if not yet mature struggle to overthrow segregation 
and institutional racism. As discussed in chapter two, it was during the early 
1940s that the black population entered into industrial and urban communities 
like Detroit. In plants all over the city, black workers were organised by the CIO 
unions around issues of working conditions, wages and hours, while membership 
in traditional organisations such as the NAACP increased, as did participation in 
politics at all levels. Indeed, the direct action campaigns of the 1960s duplicated 
the efforts made two decades earlier.
On balance, research suggests that there were more lines of discontinuity than 
continuity in Detroit. Although World War Two demonstrated a fully-fledged 
struggle for civil rights that foreshadowed many of the changes and 
developments that would take place a decade or two later, the Cold War ensured 
that the struggle would not continue in the same shape. Indeed, the movement 
that emerged in the late 1950s and early 1960s, while addressing concerns that 
most affected the African-American community, was limited in the sense that it 
failed to address poverty. Further still, the fact that activists of the 1960s did not
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share the same definition of civil rights, or support changes in leadership, points 
to sharp breaks in the civil rights movement rather than to consistency. The effort 
to push the origins of the civil rights movement in Detroit back to the 1940s 
should not lessen the significance of the events of the 1950s and 1960s. To the 
contrary, by taking into account the events of the 1940s one has a better 
understanding of why the movement took the shape it did in the 1950s and 1960s 
and why it did not go any further.
By conducting a comparative study of the NAACP in Birmingham and Detroit, 
this dissertation has contributed to the understanding of the civil rights movement 
in two important ways. Firstly, it has challenged the notion that the civil rights 
movement was something that took root in the South alone. By drawing attention 
to the extent to which the racial status quo transcended regional differences, the 
degree to which African Americans in the North participated in the civil rights 
movement and the existence of an interdependent relationship between the black 
community in the North and South, this dissertation has established, beyond 
doubt, the degree to which the North was part of the struggle for civil rights. 
Secondly, the dissertation has clearly provided a new perspective on the way in 
which the role of the NAACP in the civil rights movement should be understood. 
Not only has it demonstrated the extent to which there were important differences 
between the national and local units of the organisation, but also it has pointed to 
the extent to which differences emerged between the branches in the North and 
South. In order to make a complete assessment of the NAACP and its role in the 
civil rights movement, scholarship needs to take into account its role on the 
national level, as well as the community level, but also the regional diversity 
between the North and South.
As mentioned in the introduction, the standard view of the civil rights movement 
by scholars writing on it has largely focused upon the South. This dissertation 
suggests that a fuller assessment of the civil rights movement can only be 
attained if one examines the civil rights movement outside the South as well as 
within that region. One finds that if one looks beyond the legal definitions of de 
facto and de jure to examine African-American experience, the racial situation in 
North and South was actually not all that different. As increasing numbers of
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African Americans poured into northern centres with a desire for social, 
economic and political equality they were met with an equally strong desire by 
native-born whites who intended to maintain their racial status quo in political 
and social spheres. While the North promised a freedom away from poor race 
relations, the reality was quite different. The high level of residential segregation 
that had becme common place in the 1960s can be traced back to a pattern of 
white hostility that developed two decades earlier. Similarly, schools in many 
northern communities^ although not segregated by law as in the South, 
nevertheless exhibited a pattern of segregation as early as the 1920s, a pattern 
that not only continued, but also intensified in the post-World War Two period.
The notion that northern blacks remained largely silent during the period in 
which the southern protest for civil rights emerged in the 1940s and developed 
through to 1965 has also been firmly challenged by this dissertation. Chapter five 
demonstrates the extent to which the United States Supreme Court decision in the 
Brown v. Board of Education case proved as significant to the African-American 
community in Detroit who faced a segregated public education system as to their 
counterparts in Birmingham. While chapter six illustrates with supporting 
evidence the degree to which African-American activists employed non-violent 
direct action in challenging racial discrimination in public amenities, private 
housing and public schools.
Finally, there existed an important interactive relationship between the North and 
South during the struggle for civil rights. Far from severing ties between the 
northern and southern black communities, the migration of blacks during World 
War Two and for decades thereafter created a consciousness that transcended 
regions. Indeed, the dramatic events that punctuated the southern-based civil 
rights movement became an impetus for activism in a northern centre like 
Detroit. In other ways, the civil rights movement in the North supported and 
often provided important resources for the movement in the South. As indicated 
in Chapter five, the Detroit NAACP as the largest unit of the national 
organisation, found itself providing finances so that the organisation could 
continue to represent African Americans in Birmingham.
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The dissertation also successfully provides fresh perspective on the way in which 
the NAACP should be understood. As noted in the introduction, unlike other civil 
rights organisations, the NAACP provided an important element of continuity in 
African-American protest. Established in 1909 on the fringes of progressive 
reform, the organisation maintained its original goal of securing the basic rights 
of citizenship as guaranteed by the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments of the 
United States Constitution as a single aim for the next half-century. This is not to 
imply that the organisation was inflexible. To the contrary, it modified its tactics 
and strategies to meet the challenges of the changing economic, political and 
social environment in which it operated. In line with other local community 
studies, this dissertation suggests that it is important to recognise the diversity 
that existed between the local and national branches of the NAACP. National 
studies of the civil rights movement have frequently portrayed the organisation as 
conservative, inflexible and as one that took a back seat to other movement 
organisations after 1955. However, this investigation into civil rights protest in 
Birmingham and Detroit, where the struggle for civil rights was a continuing 
reality in the daily lives of its African-American residents, presents an NAACP 
that was less conservative, more willing to adapt militant tactics and generally 
more people orientated.
The passage of time will inevitably bring about a reinterpretation and 
reassessment of the civil rights movement. It can be stated with confidence that 
the movement will remain a testament to the faith and courage of those men and 
women who joined the struggle to bring freedom and justice to African 
Americans.
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